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Note to the Reader

A brief word about the translations. The primary goal of The Edge of Surreal-
ism: A Roger Caillois Reader is to make Caillois’s ideas accessible to an English-
language audience. Thus, the translations strive for clarity without attempting
to render the stylistic complexity, nuance, and shifts of his prose. Certain terms
are difficult to translate, especially when Caillois uses them repeatedly or insis-
tently. At times, I simply provide the English cognate of the French word, as
in “connivance” and “resemblance”; at others, I provide the French term
alongside the English, as in “accuracy” ( justesse), which has the additional con-
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notations of “soundness,” “rightness,” and “truth.”

Camille Naish and I collaboratively translated Caillois’s texts, with a few ex-
ceptions. “The Myth of Secret Treasures in Childhood” was translated by Law-
rence Krader. And a few texts I translated alone: “The Birth of Lucifer,” “Dis-

cussions of Sociological Topics: On Defense of the Republic,” “The Nature



and Structure of Totalitarian Regimes,” “The Situation of Poetry,” “Pythian
Heritage (On the Nature of Poetic Inspiration),” “Loyola to the Rescue of
Marx,” and “The Image.” Unless otherwise indicated, all translations within
the body of the commentaries are mine.

Although I use endnotes for my own writing (introduction and commen-
taries), I have chosen to keep Caillois’s footnotes in their original form; trans-
lator comments also appear as footnotes with brackets. And finally, the source
note with each essay refers to the particular Caillois edition that was translated.



Introduction

This volume is a general introduction to Roger Caillois (1913-1978), an in-
triguing and obstinate French man of letters, whose oeuvre explored the mys-
teries of the individual, social, biological, and mineral “imagination” in a be-
wildering array of manifestations. In so doing, he nonetheless focused at all
times on crucial issues of twentieth-century French intellectual life to engage
in debates with some of its most prominent figures, among them, Bataille,
Benda, Bachelard, Dumézil, Paulhan, and Lévi-Strauss. As a youth, Caillois
was obsessed with resacralizing society, by which he meant restoring to atom-
1zed, individualistic modernity what the famous last chapter of Durkheim’s
Elementary Forms of Relygious Life (1912) had lamented as lost, collective effer-
vescence. In his last years, he sought to touch the distant, private minds of in-
dividual readers with meditative conjectures about the appearance of stones.
Throughout, he was an independent and, intellectually speaking, rather lonely
figure. “Caillois himself was not always acknowledged by the official special-
ists. He was interested in too many things,” remarked Maurice Blanchot about
Foucault’s first editor, adding that he “was a conservative, an innovator, always
somewhat apart; he did not figure in the number of those who held some form
of recognized knowledge.”!

Caillois is perhaps most familiar to contemporary American readers
through his participation in the College of Sociology, which he codirected
with Georges Bataille from 1937 to 1939, after a brief passage in the Surrealist
movement during his student days at the Ecole Normale.2 At this time, he fa-
vored revolutionary invocations of science and social science. During the war,
he sought to foster culture as a bulwark of Western civilization and was known
to some American readers through his French literary journal in support of
Free France, Les Lettres frangaises, published under the auspices of Victoria
Ocampo’s Argentinc journal, Sur. Having spent the war years in Buenos Aires,
Caillois returned to France where, in the 1940s, he demystified dominant ide-
ologies of the left in the interests of authenticity, transparency, and
cultural harmony, this last defined as “style.” Ultimately, he pursued a nonaca-
demic career in the international bureaucracy at UNEsco, which sought to pro-
mote peace through education and culture; here, he edited the influential jour-
nal Diggene (with an English-language edition, Diggenes), which allowed him



to develop an interdisciplinary “diagonal science” in the 1950s and 1960s. He
also belonged to the editorial comite de lecture at Gallimard and brought Borges
to a French readership. In 1972 he was inducted into the chambers of the Aca-
démie Frangaise; by this point, he had already turned to what Prerres réfléchies
(1975) called the “materialist mysticism” of his lapidary reveries.?

Even in France, serious studies of this oeuvre have only begun to emerge
in the past few years, and a definitive bibliography has not yet been estab-
lished.# American readers have had available to them The Necessity of Mind
(19321934 ), Man and the Sacred (1939), Man, Play and Games (1958), The
Dream and Human Societies (1967), The Writing of Stones (1970), The Mystery
Novel (Le Roman policier [1941]), Pontius Pilate (1960) and various articles.
However, if Caillois has received little significant French critical commentary,
he is even less discussed at present in the Anglo-Saxon sphere. There are vari-
ous reasons for this, first and foremost being the sheer difficulty and interdis-
ciplinary scope of the corpus. When viewed as a whole, it stands as a beckon-
ing enigma, a riddle. Is there an overarching unity? A key? Moreover, as readers
of the present anthology may find, each text, when read in isolation, seems lu-
cid but almost meaningless. What’s the point? What is Caillois really saying
here? Despite his premature death at 65, Caillois had time to complete a vast
number of projects and collect his essays with prefatory frames, yet he never
published any clear explanation or mapping of his writings overall.® In fact, by
this point, he self-consciously cultivated the mysterious quality of his oeuvre.
“Exploded portrait,” states his preface to the collected essays in Cases d’un
échiquier (Spaces on a chessboard; 1970).7 As for his late lyrical autobiography,
Le Fleuve Alphée (The River Alpha; 1978), this repudiates his participation in
the discourse of French intellectual life and hence offers but a very partial view
of his past.

Le Fleuve Alphée bears more than a superficial similarity to Sartre’s Les Mots
(1964), another autobiographical account of disaffection from the Parisian in-
telligentsia. It explicitly echoes as well Hoffmansthal’s character Lord Chan-
dos, who undergoes a decisive detachment from language, although, in con-
trast, the revealed purposelessness of language restored Caillois’s own “reason
for writing.”® Indeed, Caillois utterly rejected any Romantic or contemporary
cult of silence. Lecturing at the College de France in 1974, he declared, “A con-
stant trait of poetry, throughout its history, is some elusive [ je #ne sais quelle]
affinity with mystery but not at all with the inexpressible [Findicible], as people
too frequently claim. Poetry rather involves a sense of propriety, a voluntary
reticence, a certain way of hushing what is essential, in order to merely lure the
imagination, to let it develop the message as it might wish. Behind the letter of
the message, something unexpressed seems to await the moment for deliver-
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ing a secret—a secret known from the outset and which simply had to be
roused.”® But the purpose and meaning of such a secret is a complex affair. “I
reconciled myself to writing only when I started to do so with the awareness
that it was, in any case, a complete waste,” writes this former member of the
College of Sociology, who shared to some degree, as we shall see, Bataille’s
abiding anti-utilitarian orientation.!?

Readers of Le Fleuve Alphée might well be enticed, then, by the lyrical mys-
tery of its prose; however, they would still be hard-pressed to understand what
Caillois’s previous writings were all about. His autobiographical reverie seeks
to recapture neither duration nor Rousseauvian pastoral, but the lost authen-
ticity of the mineral realm. A melancholy gaze surveys the ravages of human
progress and the death of man—not only as a construct but in a biological
sense, as the death of the planet. The work is structured by an allegory of the
mythical freshwater river Alpha, which coursed through the saltwater sea and
emerged wholly untainted on the other shore. The sea represents the realm of
science (technology), letters, and language. In contrast, the tenacious under-
current—“some kind of rebellious or perverse instinct” —represents Caillois’s
latent lyricism or unmediated contact with the world, a “meager and personal
existence, whose haunting memory I had preserved against currents and
tides.”!! We learn that the late prose poems of his Pierres series thus enact a cir-
cular return to his childhood state of preliteracy, unduly prolonged by World
War 1, in solitary contact with objects, such as stones.!? A second dominant
metaphor of “bracketing,” now drawn from phenomenology rather than
mythology, stages this cycle: a gigantic parenthesis, also a bubble, brackets off
his absorption in the saltwater sea to let him focus, in a literary épocke, on the
essential origin and conclusion of his life. This is metaphorically and literally,
then, a return to the source, which recalls a final passage of his anthropologi-
cal study, Man and the Sacred: “The sacred is what gives life and takes it away,
it is the source from which it flows, and the estuary in which it loses itself.”!3
In this complex chain of analogies among inanimate nature, mythology, the
“sacred,” philosophical concepts, and his inner world, readers may well discern
what Caillois called, in 1978, his “generalized poetics” (to which I will return).
The true shape of his experiences, however, is something most readers will
have to reconstruct for themselves.

The lack of attention to Caillois in France may also have to do with the
rather intangible issue of intellectual distaste. His writing style, especially in
the 1930s and 1940s, can seem at times very intransigent, pompous, or pre-
cious. More damaging is the fact that despite his interest in universal emotions
and representations, Caillois is largely concerned with the responsibilities and
thought patterns of an intellectual elite.!* And then, during and after the war,
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while greatly admiring foreign cultures, in particular that of classical China, he
was a vocal defender of the West, blithely insensitive to the problems of colo-
nialism. In a heated exchange with Lévi-Strauss in 1954 —1955, Caillois argued
that the West, better in this respect than all the rest, could appreciate and reach
out to other cultures—or to what he called the “fifteen to twenty centers of
civilisation.” !> His biographer, Odile Felgine, insinuates a lack of interest on
his part in African culture, which frustrated his UNEsco colleague, the Con-
golese poet Tchicaya U’ Tamsi.16

More dubious, in my opinion, and of course more serious, are the accusa-
tions of fascist sympathies that have beset Caillois from the 1930s to the pres-
ent.!” I would even question Hollier’s more moderate claim about his attitude
toward fascism at the time of the College of Sociology, that “he sought to
maintain a provocative political undecidability as long as possible, putting off
the choice that he was being hard pressed to make by everything around
him.”12 To the extent that Caillois’
murky sense of just what he is opposing to fascism, I agree. For example, “Ag-

political undecidability” characterizes a

gressiveness as a Value” is unacceptable to contemporary readers in any kind of
political sense. Yet I reject the idea that Caillois cultivated some ambiguity
about his hostility to fascism—as he defined it, in a way that first focused on its
violence, irrationalism, and anti-intellectualism; subsequently, on its biologi-
cal or racial hierarchies; and finally, on its nihilism (as we shall see). With re-
gard to fascism stricto sensu, Caillois (with André Breton and Paul Vaillant-
Couturier), drafted the Surrealists’ pamphlet on the burning of the Reichstag
in February 1933. He then spearheaded the antifascist intellectual group Con-
tre-Attaque in 193s, signed a manifesto attacking Spanish fascism in 1936 while
supporting the Popular Front that same year, and drafted the antipacifist, anti-
Hitler declaration of the College of Sociology after Munich in 1938. Of course,
the College of Sociology was itself specifically constituted in the context of an-
tifascist intellectual vigilance. Caillois’s vehement antinationalism may blur the
picture. And his cult of masters, responding to Hitler’s rise, may itself resound
with fascistic overtones. He shared a traditional French fear that democracy
could not live up to the radical egalitarianism of its own ideals (I later discuss
this in relation to “La Hiérarchie des étres” [The hierarchy of beings; 1939]).
But that, as I have suggested, is another question.

A close look at the context of Caillois’s writing can shed further light on the
alleged “undecidability” of his political stance. I have in mind two instances
of antifascist manifestos that he was unable to publish as such, one in 1935 and
the other in 1939. The first was drafted to launch Contre-Attaque; however,
Bataille wrote to Caillois that while he and Breton had both approved of the
initial document, changes had been imposed by another member, Maurice
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Heine, in light of the principle “Not to say but to do.”!? Caillois’s correspon-
dence reveals just how difficult it was to subsequently publish his “political
pages” in the Nouvelle revue francaise and Minotaure (despite the backing of
Jean Wahl).2° Again, in 1939, when Caillois sought to publish an anti-Hitler
manifesto, his correspondence reveals that Bataille and Paulhan found the text
too plodding and unexciting: “We agree with the side you take,” wrote Ba-
taille, speaking for Paulhan as well, “we agree about the hatred of Hitlerism,
but we also agree that you are not especially made for a task that requires, that
demands more facility than rigor.”2! Bataille also wrote to Caillois what he was
stating elsewhere at the time: “Since matters are inextricable, it is best to say
nothing.”2? (And the pacifist Aldous Huxley chimed in: “With regard to sign-
ing a declaration about Hitler—1I regret that I cannot do this, as I do not feel
that politics [except such politics as are dictated by the need to ‘make the world
safe for mystical experience’] are my affair.”23)

Finally, on a purely theoretical front, Caillois has been frequently carica-
tured as a negative counterpoint to Bataille, whose rise to fame, Susan Sulei-
man reminds us, occurred right after his death in 1962. Acclaimed by Tel Quel,
Derrida, Barthes, Foucault, and others, Bataille became a “central reference”
when “the potential for a metaphoric equivalence between the violation of sex-
ual taboos and the violation of discursive norms that we associate with the the-
ory of textuality became fully elaborated.”?* More recently, David Coward, in
a Times Literary Supplement review, evokes Bataille as one who “helped to ex-
plode culture and deconstruct its artefacts . . . a guiding spirit of post-mod-
ernism.” 5 If his name is thus synonymous with “transgression” and “hetero-
geneity,” Caillois, on the other hand, is often cited as the totalizing thinker,
wielding the menace of scientific “homogeneity.”?¢ Some commentators cite
his strong need for mastery over the irrational, unconscious drives and, more
generally, mystery.2” But even at the height of his voluntarist attitude in the late
1930s, as he later recalled, Caillois thrived on the challenge of obstacles: “Apol-
lonianism is first and foremost a victory, but it presupposes monsters —it does
not do away with them.”28 And he was always seeking out new monsters.
More important, I view as an éntellectual project—and not merely as an emo-
tional, or emotionally driven one— Caillois’s lifelong quest to integrate savosr
and non savorr, lucidity and affect, the intelligible and the unintelligible. He did
so in ways that generally entailed dynamic flexibility in the 1930s, and paradox
or open-ended systems after the war; they were inspired from the start by Du-
mézil, Bachelard, and Paulhan.?®

He first sought to grant objective status to the Surrealist inspiration (see
“The Praying Mantis”). By 1937, at the College of Sociology, he was grappling
with the “sacred” —in a tense and serious dialogue with Bataille’s ideas.3° Dur-
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ing the war, Caillois moved, in conceptual terms, from sacred, or “contagious,”
ideation to the work of civilization, but he did not dismiss mystery or the Sur-
realist imagination altogether. In fact, his writing here is interesting to con-
sider in relation to the projects of Paulhan and Borges, who had themselves
evolved from Surrealism to cultural and aesthetic classicism. After the war,
deciding that the structuralist sciences humaines were really a form of false, Sur-
realist science, Caillois reinstated distinctions in his later writings that he had
subverted in the 1930s, in particular, the dichotomy of poetry and science. By
the 1960s and 1970s, if his “diagonal science” revived the Surrealist legacy in his
own experience, it ultimately did so to articulate a nonscientific, poetic “sci-
ence.” In this regard, Caillois may be quite relevant, I suggest, to the current
discussion launched by Alan Sokal and Jean Bricquemont’s notorious Inzpos-
tures intellectuelles, which addresses the status of scientific discourse in postwar
French “theory.”3!

This introduction to Caillois presents him as an essayist who was deeply at-
tentive to his time and who was very deliberate (albeit sometimes wrong)
about the kinds of response, theoretical or other, that he sought to offer. This
makes it quite interesting to try to understand the precise nature of his re-
sponse. To this end, my commentary highlights two coordinated axes of in-
terpretation, which I loosely call the dialogical and the self-reflexive. Caillois’s
writing is generally grappling with another body of thought; in their corre-
spondence, Bataille refers to “the god Polemos.”3? While fending off others,
though, Caillois also tends to build on, or rework, his own previous ideas. Yet
such dialogical and self-reflexive aspects of his writings are rarely made clear to
the reader. Why? Was he driven by an insidious love of secrecy? By a lifelong
strategy of mystery and enigma? Are we perchance eavesdropping on the
covert conversations of a philosophical elite?

Clearly, this question of intent is impossible to answer with any kind of cer-
tainty. That Caillois nurtured a predilection for a secret elite (see “The Myth of
Secret Treasures in Childhood™) is undeniable. That he was haunted by mys-
tery, enigma, and secrecy is clear from the persistent recurrence of these terms
throughout his oeuvre. This leads Hollier to pin him down with the image of
the male mimetic insect masking or hiding its “difference” in “Mimicry and
Legendary Psychasthenia,” or with that of the reserved aristocratic elite in
“The Winter Wind.”3? Yet this “sense of propriety” ( pudenr), which Caillois
ultimately attributes to poetry itself, never engenders the strategic coyness of
his close friend, Paulhan, whose lengthy treatise, Les Fleurs de Tarbes, closes
with “and finally, let’s say I haven’t said a thing.”3* Indeed, unlike Paulhan,
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Caillois was compelled by scientific rigor before the war, by dictionaries and
lexical accuracy thereafter. Despite his lifelong skepticism about what has tra-
ditionally been called “the masses” and their susceptibility to political dema-
goguery, his political writings from the war onward called for “transparency on
the part of leaders” (see “The Nature and Structure of Totalitarian Regimes”).
And if he dreamed about secret societies in the 1930s, he pointedly refused
to participate in Bataille’s secret group, Acéphale. His open advocacy of what
he calls “Machiavellian” literary sociology in “Paris, a Modern Myth” is hardly
a secretive move—although, as we shall see, he privately called “The Winter
Wind” a “bluft.” (Together with “The Birth of Lucifer,” this text comes closest
in Caillois’s oeuvre to a form of “mythical” mystification.) But, generally
speaking, I have never found an instance in which the hidden—that is to say,
dialogical or self-reflexive—aspect of an essay contradicted its manifest expres-
sion, as in the Leo Straussian contradiction between a private Nietzschean
and a public anti-Nietzschean meaning.3® In a bittersweet eulogy, his lifelong
friend, the wily René Etiemble, cast him for posterity as a “homo mendax” by
recalling his comment in a late radio interview: “In life, I lie just as much as I
breathe.”3¢ T would argue that this old philosophical chestnut marks Caillois
more as a lover of paradox than as a liar; and then, he was publically broad-
casting this esoteric conundrum to any listener willing to stop and think for a
minute.

There may be several basic reasons why Caillois does not chart the full co-
ordinates of his “conversation” and of his own conceptual evolution. One is the
interdisciplinary scope of his early work. As a rule, most essays falling into
James Clifford’s large rubric of “ethnographic surrealism” lack any serious
methodological and conceptual framing.3” Like Caillois, these avant-garde
writers were publishing for small clusters of informed, avant-garde readers of
the Parisian “petites revues” (little journals). Moreover, by the latter part of the
decade, many of Caillois’s texts involved a conversation with Bataille about the
latter’s secret society, Acéphale. So strong was Caillois’s sense of loyal discre-
tion about this group—to which he was very close—that he did not publish
anything about it in France until 1964 (see “Preamble to the Spirit of Sects”);
prior to that, in 1960, he had published veiled allusions in his novel, Ponce
Pilate, to which I will return. Secondly, Caillois’s deep-seated intellectual ori-
entation held to certain invariants that tended to obscure the polemical thrust
of any particular argument, as well as the circumstances of its production. In
particular, he shunned subjective and emotional outpourings, which I would
distinguish from other presentations of the self, such as clinical introspection
or poetic reverie. (Bataille continually reproached Caillois’s lack of subjective,
that is existential, involvement with the intellectual material at hand, most
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prominently with the sacred.¥) Aristocratic reserve or propriety notwith-
standing, what Caillois also pursued was objectivity and accuracy; here he was
inspired by science rather than by Julien Benda’s abstract ideals of humanity
or justice (see “Sociology of the Intellectual”). “It is harder to shake a correct
argument than a rock,” he wrote in 1978.3° This meant rejecting vanity and self-
interest, any quest for social reward or approval. “One should not live from
one’s pen,” Caillois declared, however naively, in 1938, while in 1948 he likened
intellectual engagement to the status of a “paid pampleteer.”#? A few years
earlier, in Argentina, he had declared, “An intellectual is an intellectual oz zop
of his professional occupation.”#! Finally, in its aspiration toward some sub-
stratum or grounding, both at the outset and at the close of his career, Cail-
lois’s ideal of objectivity moved far beyond accuracy and integrity. Prerres
refléchies records that he sometimes wished for the “presumptuous” and exclu-
sive reward of making a single contribution to “the sum total of proverbs,
which are anonymous and permanent; stones are immensely anonymous and
permanent.” 42

Over the years, I have developed more than a grudging appreciation for one
who idealized intellectual community and yet made the act of grasping (not
to mention sharing) his views such an arduous task. Perhaps from the start I
was intrigued by several comments from people who knew him well. For ex-
ample, the philosopher Jean Wahl wrote to him in 1936, on reading his “polit-
ical pages” (probably the first manifesto of Contre-Attaque): “There are few
people whom I trust as much as you.” During the war, Breton wrote to Cail-
lois that he was someone whose authenticity he had never stopped believing in
(despite their break in 1934). Finally, in 1974, Edmond Jabes wrote to him, “‘I
learnt that whatever I might undertake, I will never do anything but persevere
.. That is the lesson you derive from your [own] books: the great (the only?)
teaching that a writer could transmit. . . . Your reflections remain important for
us: for nothing that is done— or undone—escapes your glance. To the ‘perse-
vering’ questioning that is yours, from one book to the other, one can only re-
spond by a questioning that is sometimes different, but always parallel, frater-
nal.”*? This is a useful reminder of how intensely Caillois committed himself
to a life of essayistic inquiry sparked by the frenetic intellectual cauldron of
his youth—and in a way perhaps best compared to the lifelong projects of his
initial companions at the College of Sociology, Georges Bataille and Michel
Leiris.

* * *
The following seeks to recount both the inward and outward reach of Caillois’s

systems, bridging academic research and the most extreme forms of avant-
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garde thought. In 1929, this child of the provincial bourgeoisie set off from
Reims to prepare for the Ecole Normale. By 1936, Caillois had obtained the
competitive Agrégation de grammaire (classics); he also studied sociology of
religion with Marcel Mauss and comparative mythology with Georges Dumé-
zil and heard Marcel Granet applying Maussian sociology to the cultural imag-
ination of ancient China.** His thesis for the Ecole des Hautes Etudes, written
under the unofficial supervision of Dumézil, was titled Noontime Demons (1937,
a brief sketch was published as the “The Noon Complex”). Much of his writ-
ing in these years—such as “The Function of Myth,” social scientific reviews
for the Nouvelle revue francaise, his essays in Verve and Revue de Uhistoire des rveli-
gions, and the lengthy study Man and the Sacred —were serious attempts to pur-
sue the work of his Hautes Etudes mentors. “Dumézil spoke of him as the ge-
nius of our time,” recounted André Chastel, his friend at the Ecole
Normale.”#5 As mentioned above, other important figures in his life were
Bachelard and Paulhan, the prominent editor of the Nouvelle revue frangaise.*®

But Caillois was also shaped by members of the avant-garde, in the first in-
stance by the poet Roger Gilbert-Lecomte. Originating from Caillois’s home-
town of Reims (also that of Bataille), Gilbert-Lecomte and other friends con-
stituted Le Grand Jeu, a small literary group with a journal of the same name.
Le Grand Jeu was a form of metaphysical dadaism or morbid pataphysique, led
by Gilbert-Lecomte and René Daumal, who were both widely read in esoteri-
cism and mysticism.*” Gérard de Cortanze has succinctly remarked about the
group’s mystical negative theology: “Le Grand Jeu aims to reach ‘the empty
point that sustains life and forms,” it opposes Surrealism which seeks, on the
other hand, to “fill up.””*® Caillois’s experience with Le Grand Jeu may go far
toward explaining his later ambivalent attraction to Acéphale. To this first
group, in part, I trace his lifelong obsession with depersonalization, the disso-
lution of the self, and that instinct d’abandon (instinct of letting go) he explored
from “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia” to Le Fleuve Alphee.

Caillois sought to explore his imaginative experiences with Le Grand Jeu in
his philosophical treatise, The Necessity of Mind (1932—1934), written after he
had moved into the Surrealist camp.*® Jean-Frangois Sirinelli’s monumental
study of the Ecole Normale Supérieure explains that “Surrealism never really
attracted students from the Ecole Normale. . . . Roger Caillois, the only such
student who ever belonged to the Surrealist group, declared in 1972: ‘People
thought I was mad.’”3? His 1973 reminiscence, “Testimony (Paul Eluard),” of-
fers a lively self-portrait of the young Caillois joining forces with the Surrealist
movement and hoping to do away with la littérature in the wake of Rimbaud
and Freud. Caillois took part in the political turmoil of the early 1930s, when
Breton was seeking a redressement (straightening up) to remedy Surrealism’s in-
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ternal conflicts and its difficult external relation to the Communist Party.>!
These political events apparently offered him early lessons about ineffectual
political activism. In his writings at the time, though, Caillois was primarily in-
tent to become the theorist or philosopher of Surrealist poetics—to grant its
image a systematic, scientific ground. If he dismissed Surrealist automatism—
from automatic writing to Dali’s “critical paranoia”—as arbitrary and subjec-
tive, Caillois did not reject automatism altogether but merely wished to make
it more objective. The Necessity of Mind hence replaces automatic writing with
automatic thought, and “lyricism” with automatized, lyrical ideggrams (see “The
Praying Mantis”). The project of The Necessity of Mind was not sociological, so
it is somewhat difficult to understand Caillois’s remark: “Now it must seem cu-
rious, but I didn’t make any distinction between the study of religious sociol-
ogy that I was pursuing with [Marcel] Mauss and my participation in the ac-
tivities of the Surrealist group.”5? However, the art historian André Chastel
told me that as he understood it, the theory of ideograms was a quest for fun-
damental structures of the individual and collective imagination. This was a
“pre—L&évi-Straussian endeavor, which stemmed from Mauss, from the School
of the Musée de THomme, and which sought to restrict the scope of trivial
psychology derived from novels.” 33 Indeed, Mauss was highly interested in the
psychological and even biological aspects of the “total social fact”: “Basically,
here everything is mixed together, body, soul, society,” he wrote in 1924, prais-
ing the studies of “instinct™ as a collective factor, and also that mode of psy-
chology “moving towards a kind of mental biology, a kind of true psycho-
physiology.”** He heartily applauded “The Praying Mantis”: “Your story of
the mantis and the ghoul is perfectly interpreted. It’s good mythology.”** But
Caillois would soon proceed to correlate biology and sociology to a
much greater degree than his teacher would have wished (see “The Function
of Myth”).

Caillois broke with the Surrealists in 1934, right after the “incident of the
Mexican jumping beans.” This amusing and highly symbolic anecdote in-
volved a crisis about the proper methodology for inspecting freshly arrived ob-
jets in the Surrealist orbit, a pair of jumping beans.¢ Caillois wanted to slice
them open, to see what made them jump; yet out of principle, as he recounts,
Breton refused to do so, for this would have destroyed “the mystery.” Here
was the triggering event for Caillois’s monograph, At on Trial by Intellect,
framed by the “Letter to André Breton” and “Literature in Crisis”; however,
these texts did not simply confirm the dichotomy of poetry and science, dis-
missing the first for the second. Inspired by German phenomenology and,
closer to home, by Bachelard’s New Scientific Spirit, Caillois was calling instead
for a new, more imaginative science. Such an attitude would lead him to theo-
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rize creatively the perils attending modern scientific representation with his es-
say, “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia.”

Caillois’s bold attempts to systematize the imaginaire of Le Grand Jeu, Sur-
realism, and theoretical physics launched his evolving theoretical models based
on the quest for hidden identity—in 1978, he called this the “analogical wa-
ger.”57 In his famous article of 1946, “Le Sens moral de la sociologie” (The
moral sense of sociology), Bataille said of Leiris, Caillois, and the College,
“These young writers felt that society had lost the secret of its cohesion, and
that here was precisely what the obscure, awkward and sterile efforts of poetic
fever were seeking out.” Hence they replaced Breton’s literary quest with “sci-
entific research.”®8 For Bataille, the secret of social cohesion meant breaking
individual and experiential barriers with effervescent, collective participation
and categories of rational thought in favor of Lévy-Bruhl’s “primitive mental-
ity.” But for Caillois, the secret of social cohesion partook of a much more
wide-ranging form of alternative logic, largely derived from Baudelairean cor-
respondences and scientific epistemology. He would develop these ideas in the
1930s, renounce them during the war, and thereafter reconsider them at great
length.

In 1932, Caillois joined Breton’s movement not just because it aspired to
found a community but also because he viewed the Surrealist metaphor or im-
age as a research method into what The Necessity of Mind calls the “empirical
imagination.”%® Marc Eigeldinger writes, “Already for Victor Hugo, and then
for Rimbaud and the Surrealists, the image was a tool of poetic knowledge
at the same time that it was, according to Aragon, ‘the greatest possible con-
sciousness of the concrete.’”® For the Surrealists, in this regard, automatism
was key. Breton’s First Manifesto (1924) had voiced the hallowed principle of
arbitrary associationism by echoing Pierre Reverdy’s 1918 formulation: “The
image is a pure creation of the mind. It cannot be born from a comparison but
from a juxtaposition of two more or less distant realities. The more the rela-
tionships between the two juxtaposed realities are distant and true [ justes], the
stronger the image will be—the greater its emotional power and poetic real-
ity.” ¢! However, as opposed to Reverdy’s deliberate construction of poetic jus-
tesse [accuracy], Breton argued: “It is, as it were, from the fortuitous juxtapo-
sition of the two terms that a particular light has sprung, the light of the image,
to which we are infinitely sensitive. . . . Now, it is not within man’s power, so
far as I can tell, to effect the juxtaposition of two realities so far apart. The prin-
ciple of the association of ideas, such as we conceive it, militates against it”
(Mandfestoes, 37). Five years later, his Second Manifesto would nevertheless sug-
gest that the Surrealists’ introspection should grant them a “new consciousness”
of Freudian sublimation, hence a better grasp of inspiration, “and [that], from
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the moment they cease thinking of it as something sacred . . . they dream only
of making it shed its final ties, or even—something no one had ever dared
imagine — of making it submit to them” (Manifestoes, 161). In line with The Sec-
ond Manifesto, Caillois’s The Necessity of Mind did not pursue Reverdy’s con-
scious poetic project but rather sought to explore the latent determinism of in-
tellectual associationism. He imagined a universal, overdetermined network of
ideograms: automatic crystallizations of representations, driven by the mecha-
nisms of Freudian dreamwork and of obsessional, “psychasthenic” thought, as
theorized by Pierre Janet and linked to the outlook of Le Grand Jeu (see “The
Praying Mantis”). The Necessity of Mind also pursued the Surrealists® current
drive in the early 1930s to Objectively realize their dreams, since Caillois here
imagined natural or objective ideograms (see “The Praying-Mantis”). In con-
trast, Reverdy had always described both the image and the emotion it pro-
voked as a “pure creation of the mind” and a new “poetic reality.”¢?

However, Caillois had not yet started to think about the secret hinge—cor-
respondence, or identity—linking these representations. For the Surrealists,
Baudelaire’s legacy was here anathema. Breton spoke of the correspondances as
an “odious critical common-place,” and Aragon’s Traité de style (Treatise on
style) inveighed against metaphor and analogy, “the crushing weight of Baude-
lairean corvespondances.”® Yet Caillois became interested in such questions,
noting in At on Trial by Intellect that “the realization of resemblance” was “the
fundamental function of thought”; in fact, “there is no intellectual or affective
process which is not based upon the phenomenon of resemblance.”® He
broke with Breton in part due to his new interest in scientific epistemology,
which was encouraged by his new friend, Bachelard (see “Letter to André
Breton”). I interpret the initial version of “Mimicry and Legendary Psychas-
thenia” (1935) as his reverie of a subversive, revolutionary New Science, predi-
cated on a more imaginative “judgment of resemblance” than that of classical
science or rationalism. He hoped to reform not only Surrealism but now sci-
ence as well, under the aegis of German Romantic Naturphilosophie, that is,
“Mme. de Staél’s wish to take as a guide for experimental method ‘a more ex-
tensive philosophy that would encompass the universe as a whole and would
not scorn the nocturnal side of nature.””%

In Art on Trial by Intellect, Caillois respectfully cites the philosopher of sci-
ence, Emile Meyerson, whose major work, Identité et vealite (Identity and Re-
ality), challenged rationalism as the tautology of reason: its reduction to the
same, to identity. Meyerson voiced the fear, as summarized by Louis de
Broglie, that “the complete realization of that idea pursued by reason seems . . .
chimerical, since it would involve resorbing all the qualitative diversity and
progressive variations of the physical universe in one absolute identity and per-
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manence.” % Bataille hailed a related scene of reason’s collapse on itself in “The
Solar Anus” (1930): “Ever since sentences started to cireulate in brains devoted
to reflection, an effort at total identification has been made, because with the
aid of a capula each sentence ties one thing to another; all things would be vis-
ibly connected if one could discover at a single glance and in its totality the trac-
ings of an Ariadne’s thread leading thought into its own labyrinth.” His paro-
dic, performative, realization of the copula then recast neo-Kantian logic as
sexual participation: “When I scream 1 AM THE SUN an integral erection re-
sults, because the verb o be is the vehicle of amorous frenzy.”%” Here we find
an early version of that “secret cohesion” or “sacred” collective “boiling point”
to which Bataille aspired: “The sacred is only a privileged moment of commu-
nal unity, a moment of the convulsive communication of what is ordinarily
stifled.” <8

However, as a student of the rationalist Mauss, Caillois was more inclined
to question or even modify reason rather than to reject it outright. In 1938, he
denied L&vy-Bruhl’s notion of “primitive mentality,” as did Mauss, but would
further argue that “there is no logical mentality”: it is merely an ideal model of
reasoning, which the philosopher can never fully achieve given his human sen-

7«

sitivity and emotions. And he equates as two “philosophers” “the indigenous
chieftain and the colonial administrator who is trying to make him see the light
of reason.”®® Three years earlier, “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia”
challenged the idealist Bergsonian rationalism of Dominique Parodi’s “Le Sen-
timent de ressemblance” [The feeling of resemblance], an article Caillois
briefly refers to in Azt on Trial by Intellect. Parodi had claimed that “the judg-
ment of resemblance is the judgment of synthesis, by excellence. It is that prop-
erly intellectual act of unification or abstraction whereby we determine the
world. . . . If . . . the origin and, in effect, the raw material of the judgment of
resemblance is in the feeling of our spiritual life’s unity and continuity, then all
our knowledge and all our science are still nothing but the effort to ensure the
very unity of thought’s experience and continuity by discovering ever more se-
cret and subtle relations or similarities in the world.””® “Mimicry and Leg-
endary Psychasthenia,” on the contrary, reveals similarities that harbor disin-
tegration. Still, the specter of total indistinction is kept at bay by the categories
of nature and natural forces. Generally speaking, “Mimicry and Legendary
Psychasthenia” recalls Schelling’s Romantic naturphilosophie with its cosmic
world-soul, informed by a universal Urpolaritat (basic polarity) that consti-
tutes, in the words of Walter D. Wetzels, “the principle of life throughout na-
ture from crystals to man, render[ing] the formerly sharp distinctions between
inorganic and organic nature, between man and the rest of creation, as mere
gradual differentiations.””! Caillois’s tantalizingly obscure essay about mim-
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icry explores “realizations of resemblance” in biology (the Lamarckian land-
scape imaging of insects), in anthropology (the mimetic magic of sorcerers),
and in science (the spatial representations of modern physics). These mimetic
insects, magicians, and scientists meet with nothing but depersonalization, dis-
orientation, and general undoing along the way. Moreover, the essay itself is
not exempt. Caillois’s opening paragraph states the scientific imperative to re-
solve the dichotomies he will map out.” He then proceeds to reveal the secret
cohesion or analogy among mimetic insects, magicians, and the epistemology
of modern physics, which turns on the dissolution of the self and the nstinct
d'abandon. Does Caillois’s delirious “judgment of resemblance” in this regard
imply that he himself; as author, will be endangered as well? An allusion to aes-
thetic correspondances discreetly challenges Parodi’s reassuring association of
Baudelairean correspondances with the constitution and preservation of the
self.”?

Viewed in economic terms, Caillois’s essay and its obsessional theory may
well strike the reader as a somewhat “dangerous luxury,” much like the mim-
icry he describes. With its anti-Darwinian and nonutilitarian tone, this essay
shows strong traces of Caillois’s new friend, Bataille, whom he had met by
1934, apparently through Jacques Lacan.” Caillois did not participate, like Ba-
taille, in Boris Souvarine’s Cercle Communiste Démocratique (Democratic
communist circle). However, he read Souvarine’s journal, La Critique sociale,
where he had admired Bataille’s essays, such as “The Notion of Expendi-
ture.””> This young student of Mauss and Dumézil was similarly drawn to
the irrational and emotional motives of societies and political movements re-
pressed by Enlightenment rationalism and utilitarianism (see “The Function
of Myth”) and with which classical Marxism did not contend. These issues had
come to the fore by 1935, when politics was taking center stage after the fascist
riots of February 1934. I have noted that Caillois initiated (and withdrew
from) Contre-Attaque, which then met from September 1935 through May
1936 under the joint helm of Breton and Bataille. Hostile to party politics,
fascism, communism, nationalism, and, later, the Popular Front’s noninter-
ventionism in the Spanish Civil War, Contre-Attaque derived its ideological
outlook from Bataille’s “La Structure psychologique du fascisme” (The psy-
chological structure of fascism).”¢ Its official manifesto proclaimed the urgent
need, in the universal interests of mankind, to deploy the weapons wrought by
fascism against fascism itself, “which was able to employ man’s fundamental
yearning for affective exaltation and fanaticism . . . [which is] infinitely more
serious and explosive . . . than that of nationalists enslaved to social conserva-
tion and the selfish interests of fatherlands.””” But Caillois was wary of Ba-
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taille’s attempt to fight fire with fire. In an important letter to a friend, most
likely written between 1935 and 1936, he declared:

I don’t think that my opinion on this topic is very valuable, since I am
poorly informed, and I don’t think anyone can be well-informed. It cer-
tainly seems that a kind of embryonic and shamefaced fascism is taking
shape; but this is unlikely to become agressive unless the proletariat, if
poorly led, gives it a pretext for doing so. In any case, the situation is to-
tally different from what it was in Germany before Adolf Hitler’s rise to
power and, in my opinion, one should not expect such adventures here
for the time being. I specify: for the time being, because people over here
as well as over there are so hypnotized by them that we might very well end
up by triggering similar events. But, to my knowledge, there is neither a
serious fascist core among the workers nor a serious “red threat”; and so
we have two very unfavorable circumstances for the instatement of a sys-
tematic and violent fascism.”®

While Bataille’s Contre-Attaque sought to fight fascism with its own weapons,
such a “hypnotized™ approach is precisely what Caillois wished to avoid, or so
he claimed. In 1935-1936, his allegorical “L’Ordre et 'empire” unambiguously
(if cryptically) depicted the violence, mythical irrationalism, and anti-intellec-
tual tyranny of the fascist regime. This essay, and “The Function of Myth,”
suggest that he was groping for ways to revivify decadent social bonds—in this
charged political context—without rejecting the Enlightenment. Although the
thrust of his two conclusions is not entirely clear (Is he referring to Germany
or to France? Is he describing or prescribing?), the point seems to be that Dio-
nysianism and “the right to guilt,” which have been repressed or displaced
from the collective into the individual sphere by “rationalism,” “skepticism,”
and “social utilitarianism,” are now rightfully and ineluctably prepared to
counterattack with the very weapons forged by “critical inquiry and systematic
thinking.” Indeed, they rather than reason—this “sorcerer’s apprentice increas-
ingly overwhelmed by the objects it has conjured up”—can currently avail
themselves of “lucidity and science.””® Such a response to Bataille’s Dionysian-
ism, as I see it, would characterize Caillois’s approach throughdut the period
of the College of Sociology as well (see “Dionysian Virtues”).

In early 1936, Caillois was specifically turning to Georges Sorel with these
issues in mind, stating, “He shows such a concern to subordinate aesthetics to
ethics in a world where frivolity rules and commands lack due respect that the
vox populi no longer seems to be exaggerating when it unvaryingly recalls Sorel
upon hearing the names of Lenin, Mussolini and Hitler.”8° My reading of this
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ambiguous remark is that he was here upholding the “serious” legacy of Sorel
as a counterpoint to Contre-Attaque’s aestheticized attempt to mirror and
combat Nazi mass propaganda with Bataille’s emotional “heterogeneity” and
the Surrealist will-to-myth.8! Indeed, Sorel’s Reflections on Violence presented a
modern counterpart to archaic myth with its program of the general socialist
strike to rouse the proletariat, defined in Bergsonian and scientistic terms.
Caillois, it should be said, shared neither Sorel’s nationalism, Marxism, nor his
agenda of applied, mythical irrationalism as a means of immediate revolution-
ary upheaval. In this last regard, I draw a sharp distinction between Caillois
and his Sorelian friend of this period, the young Antillean sociologist, Jules
Monnerot, who wished to scientifically trigger participatory, violent states,
essentially conceived in terms of Lévy-Bruhl’s category of “primitive mental-
ity.”82 In contrast, Caillois imagined not only juxtaposing but integrating
lucidity and emotion, science and myth with a “militant orthodoxy” poised
somewhere between Marx and Durkheim, that is, between ideological super-
structure and collective representation.

“For a Militant Orthodoxy” (1936) was written for the short-lived avant-
garde group Inquisitions: Organe de Recherche de la Phénoménologie Hu-
maine (Inquisitions: Organ of Research into Human Phenomenology; 1936),
with a journal of the same name, which sought to uphold the Popular Front
with ideological innovations reflecting the latest scientific breakthroughs. “A
valiant journal,” applauded Jean Wahl in 1936, “where the Marxist orthodoxy
of one of the directors [Aragon] notwithstanding, the wish for rigor and or-
thodoxy on the part of the others, and of the collaborators, does not let itself
be subordinated to any doctrine.”#? Caillois cofounded Inquisitions with the
former Surrealists—now communists— Tristan Tzara and Louis Aragon, as
well as Monnerot, Bachelard, and others (Paulhan also wanted to contribute).
In group discussions published by Inguisitions, Caillois imagined a scientific
aristocracy that would recuperate the revolutionary function of the nineteenth-
century maundits (damned) poets, who had challenged the social order. In 1936,
he argued, the obstacle had shifted from an oppressive social order to social dis-
order, for which the revolutionary remedy was the slow and hypothetical, in-
deed utopian construction of an ever-evolving “orthodoxy.”#* In this sense,
“For a Militant Orthodoxy” can be seen as the initial manifesto of Caillois’s
“reactionary avant-gardism,” to use the term applied to him by Meyer Scha-
piro in 1945.8% Comparing Inguisitions to Bataille’s new journal, Acéphale, Wahl
added, “Caillois secks rigor, Bataille appeals to the heart, to enthusiasm, to ec-
stasy, to the earth, to fire, to our guts.”3¢

The rising tide of sociopolitical crisis led Caillois to make a more positive—
or aggressive—use of modern science than he had with “Mimicry and Leg-
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endary Psychasthenia.” Written and published more or less in tandem with
Bachelard’s “Le Surrationalisme,” “For a Militant Orthodoxy” calls for an al-
ternative logic, whose theoretical basis is outlined in Caillois’s “L’Alternative
(Naturphilosophie ou Wissenschaftlehre)” (Natural philosophy or the theory
of science; 1937). Here, he draws on Meverson and others to hail the break-
through of modern physics:

effectively instating . . . new conceptual frameworks and using the prin-
ciple of continuous expansion to replace the closed logic of identity with
a new logic—a logic of generalization. In this realm, there could be no
question of any a priori respect for mystery; however, since nothing is
ever lost, the reduction of mystery has transformed the explanatory prin-
ciple just as the irrational residue transformed the rational modalities of
the intellectual activity that accounted for it. Indeed, some kind of os-
motic equilibrium always tends to establish itself between thought and
its obstacle, since what does the explaining must necessarily be at more or
less the same level as what is being explained.?”

One definition of “generalization” is the following: “An operation whereby
one discerns certain features shared by several singular objects and then unites
the latter in terms of a single concept, whose [comprehension] is formed by
these features.” % Unlike the reduction to identity haunting Meyerson, gener-
alization thus brings to light a secret or hidden similitude that resolves mystery
while creating a new set of congruent elements.?” In effect, “For a Militant Or-
thodoxy” transposes the “continuous expansion” of generalization into the so-
cial sphere as an ideological, collective order. This representation of heterodox
orthodoxy, imbued with the contagious quality characterizing the sacred,
courses through Caillois’s subsequent models for intellectual activism during
the next few years at the College of Sociology (1937-1939).%°

Let me briefly note an acknowledged “cohesion” between Caillois and Paul-
han, as the editor of La Nouvelle revue frangaise was very interested in Inguisi-
tions, and the first, 1936, version of his Les Fleurs de Tarbes ou La Terveur dans
les lertres sought to bring a more rigorous and New Scientific focus to bear on
Surrealism, literature, and orthodoxy. “For a Militant Orthodoxy” refers to the
Russian mathematician Lobatchevsky as a model of generalization (as opposed
to Hegelian dialectics); so too, Paulhan wrote to Jouhandeau that Les Fleurs
sought to enact in the literary domain “the same revolution of the mind as that
accomplished by Lobatchevsky in mathematics, and Riemann in geometry.”*!
Indeed, Caillois’s eulogy for Paulhan presents his thought as a mode of “open
rationalism™: “In his case, logic did not entail finding the flaw in any particu-
lar reasoning as much as it involved the capacity to modify, if not to reverse,
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the givens. He didn’t try to show that the problem was poorly posed, but
rather that one could pose it differently and that, to properly grasp its mean-
ing, one had to admit and consider, at the same time, propositions that were
symmetrical and contrary to it.”®2 Paulhan’s famous treatise on the prospect of
literary orthodoxy, or of a shared rhetoric, focused on the dual nature of the
cliché. At times a verbal obstacle to the transparent transmission of thought,
it is also a potential site for the communion of souls, he argued. In the face
of such unmanageable ambiguity, Paulhan then envisioned a vaster rationalism
that might accommodate the shifts of the cliché and, more generally, of lan-
guage itself. In this regard, the initial, 1936 version of Les Flenrs reveals the
influence of Bachelard’s Le Nouvel Esprit scientifique: “Here we must think,”
writes Paulhan, “of those scientists who refuse to dogmatically desire funda-
mental concepts; of physicists, who along with Einstein, take as their point of
departure a space-time (as we do a language-thought); of microphysicists with
their movement-figure; of geometers, with their non-Euclidian world. In their
calculations, all of them thus replace clarity in itself with operational clarity.”
Moreover, Paulhan aligns Bachelard’s New Science with theological models: “I
don’t know any definition of the #do, of God or of the absolute, whose essence
is not the identity of two terms that are just as contradictory as thought and
language, space and time, movement and figure.”3

Caillois himself would consider the bipolar ambiguities of the sacred in
Man and the Sacred, as we shall see; however, in 1936, he was more interested
in Fichte and the Vienna School. That is to say, “L’Alternative (Naturphiloso-
phie ou Wissenschaftlehre)” retrospectively discerned in Fichte’s debate with
Schelling the twentieth-century conflict between “mysticism” and “science.”%*
Caillois also revealed an interest in logical positivism that was unusual in the
Parisian context. He thus rejected “the perceptible and intelligible forms of in-
tuition,” inveighing against “the school of Heidegger,” “the literary,” and “the
poeticization of concepts.”S In its place, he hailed scientific “systematization,”
defined along the lines of Carnap, Russell, and Reichenbach’s La Philosophie sci-
entifique, and defended “theoretical knowledge,” that is, Reichenbach’s epis-
temological “concern to give a meaning, from the point of view of knowledge, to
the methods used to know.”%% “For a Militant Orthodoxy” illustrates this meth-
odological focus when promoting generalization: “Nothing proves that we
would not do better to conserve the current syntax of understanding on con-
dition that we expand it whenever necessary” (emphasis added). For the logi-
cal positivists, such as Carnap, syntax involved logic as opposed to semantics:
“A language consists of a vocabulary and a syntax, i.e. a set of words which
have meanings and rules of sentence formation.”®” (The term syntax in this
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proto-structuralist sense would recur in Caillois’s work, up to Le Fleuve Alpheée:
“Stones reconcile me for a moment with a syntax that extends beyond me
everywhere.”%8)

But Caillois’s epistemological turn had an ascetic, ethical component as
well; repudiating the model of the schizophrenic, depersonalized scientist of
“Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia,” Caillois would place deliberate self-
bracketing at the heart of the scientific project. The visionary, he complained,
merely enjoys the fruits of his private “sensibility,” determined by factors of
which he is unaware, such as health, temperament, education, and status; thus,
“the immediate result of nature returns to nature without much having been
gained in this circuit.” On the contrary, the thoughts of the lucid scientist are
self-consciously detached from such “self-indulgence” so they obey “imper-
sonal” determinations.” And here is the glacial Zarathustrian lucidity outlined
in “L’Aridité” (1938): “One 1s less interested in what one knows than in the way
that one knows, and the effort of knowledge quickly takes this last as its exclu-
sive object. One then reaches aridity; the investigation has no field above and
beyond its own syntax.” '%° In 1968, Caillois would describe “the emptying out
of his inner self [putting to sleep his tastes and reactions] that the scientist must
accept to perform his mission.” ! However, his ideal of lucidity, as rehearsed
in the late 1930s, involved the passionate process of self-mastery rather than any
real state of “scientific” being.

By early 1937, after “For a Militant Orthodoxy,” Caillois’s ethics of science
had become a noxious brew of Nietzsche, Sorel, Loyola, de Maistre, and Cor-
neille. The direct cause was the failure and, indeed, the collapse of Blum’s gov-
ernment, which Caillois ascribed to Blum’s personal ineptness for power. His
writings in 1937, drawing on Frazer’s The Magical Ovigins of Kings, suggest that
what the contemporary world lacked, perhaps above and beyond Dionysian ef-
fervescence, was “pontifical power” and “despotism.” Caillois’s analysis of
power entailed a simple binary system of tyrants and subjects, Nietzsche’s mas-
ter/slave dichotomy, later expressed in “La Hiérarchie des étres” (The hierar-
chy of beings; 1939) as the distinction between those who sought “the arid
pleasures of independence and power” and those who enjoyed all other “plea-
sures . . . those of the flesh and the mind.”'%? Caillois also yoked this to Berg-
son and the tropism of the sacred. Power, he wrote, is “a mode of immediate
datum of consciousness, towards which a being’s elementary reaction is that of
either attraction or repulsion.” In Blum’s case, for example, “every line of his
writings indicates that he prefers being subjected to tyranny rather than ex-
ercising it himself.” Caillois’ cult of power was inflamed by the ideas of the
right-wing romantic royalist, Joseph de Maistre concerning power’s irre-
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ducible nature, with its divine source hidden in the mysteries of Christian
sacrifice. “Clearly,” writes Caillois, “for M. Blum, it’s legality that establishes
power. However, on the contrary, I am afraid that it is power that establishes
legality.” In this respect, Blum’s conception of power as “administrative” or
contractual rather than “pontifical” or “sacred” was a grievous and fatal flaw:
“Saint-Just, who first asserted that one could not rule innocently, caused a
king’s head to fall because of this maxim.” 193 (Yet, as we shall see, this did not
signal Caillois’s readiness to commit a human sacrifice.)

When Blum’s fall was beyond repair in early 1937 Caillois had become deeply
immersed in a “nonconformist” milieu lacking any faith in parliamentary de-
mocracy’s capacity to withstand, using its own resources, Hitler’s inevitable as-
sault.'** As extensively documented by Hollier, the College of Sociology was
a complex meeting ground for left-wing intellectuals, many of whom had fre-
quented the periphery of Surrealism, and whose deep sense of historical crisis
in the face of imminent war led them to consider recasting “society” as “com-
munity” through sociological rather than political, nationalist, or racist mobi-
lization. Caillois recounts that the term “college” referred not to an academic
institution but to “the superior authority of a church,” such as the “Sacré Col-
lege” (Sacred College) of the Jesuits, adding that for the College of Sociology,
“it was not economy that ruled the world but religious forces, which could be
atheistic; it was the sacred that interested us, it was #ot theology.” 1% This con-
ception of the sacred as a form of psychological or emotional energy indisso-
ciable from the social order was loosely inspired by Durkheimian sociology, in
particular by The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912): “If religion has
given birth to all that is essential in society, it is because the idea of society is
the soul of religion.” !%¢ Jean Piel, Bataille’s lifelong collaborator at Critique, af-
ter the war, cites Bataille’s “Le Sens moral de la sociologie” to explain: “Bataille
has shown that this project was essentially inspired by the ‘solid’ elements he
had retained from Durkheim’s doctrine; Durkheim had discovered, first of all,
that ‘society is a whole that is different from the sum of its parts,’ and then that
the sacred, in the sense given to it by primitive religions, was the bond, ‘that
is to say, the constitutive element of all that is society.””1%7 In its actual analy-
ses, however, the College of Sociology drew less from Durkheim than from
his nephew Mauss; from its recent discovery of Gemeinschaft, addressed by
German sociology; and from Rudolf Otto’s study of religious emotion, The
Sacred 108

Caillois drafted, among other manifestoes, the group’s declaration in No-
vember 1938 against the predominantly pro-Munich pacifist Parisian mood:
“The College of Sociology regards the general absence of intense reaction in
the face of war as a sign of man’s devirilization. It does not hesitate to see the
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cause of this in the relaxation of society’s current ties, which are practically
nonexistent as a result of the development of bourgeois individualism.”1%?
This called for recreation rather than mere restructuring, for collective revolu-
tionary action. Caillois did not analyze this social decay in precise Durkheim-
ian terms, such as “organic” or “mechanical” “solidarity,” which he would
sometimes use during and after the war. In fact, he used images of various sorts
to evoke the social havoc wrought by “individualism.” Here is a “crumbling”
world “that is menacing in the manner of a sponge” (“Aggressiveness as a
Value), while “The Winter Wind” talks of social “cohesion” as “a force that
breaks any individual effort as if it were glass.” Whether society is viewed as an
oppressive block or as a sponge, what does remain consistent is Caillois’s apoc-
alyptic call for supersocialization. Rebellious individuals “must confront society
on its own territory and attack it with its own arms. That is to say they must
constitute themselves in a community.”*® Reflecting on such elite orders and
their counterattack was his project for the next few years.

Comparing his response to that of Bataille and Acéphale, Hollier has coined

the oft-cited contrast between Caillois’s « ’s “will to

tragedy.” 11! This distinction is undoubtedly apt. Yet neither power nor traged
gedy. y ap P gedy

will to power” and Bataille

were so much ends in themselves as they were different means toward a simi-
lar end, namely, antinationalist social renewal or revolutionary resurrection.
Although Caillois did write of despotism, his primary concern, and that of
the College of Sociology, was the collective social order. “The Winter Wind”
is prefaced by Nietzsche’s sociological claim, which, notes Jean-Michel Hei-
monet, simultaneously appeared in the writings of Bataille and Monnerot:
“The decay of society’s morals is a condition under which the new ovule or
new ovules appear —ovules (individuals) who contain the germ of new socie-
ties and units. The appearance of individuals is the sign that society has become
capable of reproducing.” 12 And both Bataille and Caillois were equally caught
up in a fight against fascism that explicitly opposed bourgeois liberal democ-
racy. They were haunted by the model of secret societies largely for their elec-
tive status, which, as Hollier evokes one of Bataille’s talks, are thus “opposed
on the one hand to de facto communities (the fact being geographical or racial)
that made up the fascist regimes, but also on the other hand, to what can be
called de facto absences of any community, that is to say, democracies.”!!3
Pierre Prévost, cited by Bataille, recalls that Bataille told the College of Sociol-
ogy of his desire “to construct an (aristocratic) order that would take charge of
the fate of human society!”1'* In Acéphale, he clearly stated, “The teaching of
Nietzsche devises the faith of the sect or ‘order’ whose dominating will is to
bring about free human destiny, severing it from both its rational enslavement
to production and its irrational enslavement to the past.”!!%
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When considering this rejection of democracy, a historical caveat about
the context and contemporaneous ideological spectrum is in order. Raymond
Aron was himself calling for a reconsideration of democratic principles in 1939:
“Today, it is no longer a matter of saving bourgeois, humanitarian or pacifist
illusions. The excesses of irrationalism do not discredit—quite the contrary—
that effort which is necessary in order to put into question progressivism, ab-
stract moralism or the ideas of 1789. Like rationalism, democratic conserva-
tivism can only possibly save itself by renewing itself.” 16 Yet, if Caillois sought
to renew rationalism (however subversively), it could not be said that he
wished to renew democracy. Certainly, he did not promote it as a valid means
of challenging fascism. Having outlined Nazi violence and irrationalism at the
time of Contre-Attaque, he further condemned Hitler’s regime as a national-
ist and racist community at the College of Sociology. In 1939, Caillois’s essay
“Naturaleza del hitlerismo” (The nature of Hitlerism) then attacked Nazism
on conceptual grounds—in terms of its incoherence. Inspired by Hermann
Rauschning’s treatise, The Revolution of Nihilism, he dwells here on the Stalin-
Hitler pact to highlight the opportunistic, ideological vacancy of Nazism. “In
Germany, as elsewhere,” states a concluding passage,

cach individual may have particular reasons for fighting Hitler’s regime:
one person is defending his ideal; another, his homeland; a third, his race,
or his faith. Some people oppose him out of self-interest, others out of
belief. These motives, which are different in every case, are all legitimate
in their own spheres. But above and beyond any national, moral or doc-
trinarian sectarianism, we must face the fact that by its very nature a Hit-
lerian type of collective system threatens the independence and integrity
of every individual and community. Here is an apparatus of enslavement
that does not justify itself in its own eyes, which survives solely through con-
quest and excludes from the fruits of such conquest, furthermore, all who
did not happen to be born into the privileged group.'”

Given this appraisal of Nazism, it is interesting to note that several months
earlier, Caillois had argued that democracy was weak in the face of fascism pre-
cisely due to its conceptual incoherence, to the contradictions inherent in the
impracticable universal egalitarianism of 1789. “La Hiérarchie des étres” de-
clared, “Caught between the universality of its foundations and the egotistical
concerns of its national interests, democracy is in a position of weakness vis-a-
vis fascism which identifies for itself its own principles and ambitions. Fascism
constantly makes democracy contradict itself without any possible way of do-
ing the same thing in return. . . . So, when it comes to fascism, democracy has
already lost ahead of time.” Here defined as “anarcho-democratic,” according
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to Etiemble, democracy must inevitably sacrifice its ideals and mimic the en-
emy it seeks to resist: “Democracy contains within itself an inevitability of fas-
cism.” 118 The problem, as Caillois outlined this ideological warfare, was to find
an ideology that would “outclass” fascism as it had itself outclassed democracy,
namely, one whose challenge to fascism would unmask the “deceptions™ (du-
peries) or contradictions of this “pathological . . . perversion of democracy”: an
ideology of nationalist and racist egalitarianism that was in essence a will to
power based on resentment. The conceptual clarity to which Caillois aspired
he found, alas, in the “utopian” view of a universal community ruled by a Ni-
etzschean master/slave meritocracy, or order: “Nothing limits their power
except for the virtue they have available to ensure that it is respected.” If this
sounds idealistic, it was also pragmatic—from Caillois’s perspective—to the
extent that La Bo¢tie had shown that the tyrant’s power over his subject “was
constituted by their obedience” (see “Aggressiveness as a Value™).!!?

What emerges in Caillois’s writing at this point is the need for an elective
order of elite individuals who might themselves constitute and thereby purvey
the sacred order or orthodoxy. The “secret of their cohesion” reflects what
“The Winter Wind” describes as the “differential reflexes” of “likes and dis-
likes” between individuals, so that the very dynamics of their clustering is a
kind of generalization, revealing their hitherto hidden identity —and their dif-
ference from others.'?° Such is the conceptual basis of the orders Caillois con-
ceived between 1937 and 1939, in “Aggressiveness as a Value,” “Dionysian Vir-
tues,” “The Winter Wind,” “La Hiérarchie des étres,” and “Sociology of the
Intellectual,” whose self-selection remotivated racial, biological, or national
distinctions on “elective” grounds and beckoned the reader (or listener) to
join. “The Winter Wind” declared, for example, “Each of us, in relationships
with other people, encounters some who show themselves to be of another
moral species, almost of another race.”!2! In effect, Caillois’s terms curiously
echo and rework a distinction coined by the great Dreyfusard Julien Benda,
who described the rift between Dreyfusards and anti-Dreyfusards as the “com-
bat of two moral races,” as “a matter of biological self-interest, showing one’s
inaptitude or aptitude for life.”!>?> Benda thus contrasted, in the words of
Michel Winock, La Boétie’s “taste for voluntary servitude” to “the taste for
freedom” as a “confrontation occuring in all historical crises.” This taste for
“voluntary servitude” characterized thinkers such as Barrés and Maurras who
valued social homogeneity and the primacy of society over the individual,
whereas, of course, the Dreyfusards instead valued the autonomy of the indi-
vidual.!?® One might consider how Caillois seemingly tried to reconcile both
categories.'>* Other intellectual ingredients included the Sorelian model of
“active minorities” or revolutionary ideological elites.'?® Basing itself, in part,
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on the history of the Catholic Church, Reflections on Violence had declared that
“the syndicates must search less for the greatest number of adherents than for
the organization of the vigorous elements; revolutionary strikes are excellent
for effecting a selection by weeding out the pacifists who would spoil the elite
troops.” 26 Caillois also loosely drew on Pareto’s widely influential organicist
theory of social revitalization from below, via the integration of dynamic
elements from the lower classes.'?”

Despite his resistance to hypnotically counteracting Hitler’s rise, he could
or did not avoid some mimicry of the real enemy. Caillois wrote to Paulhan
in 1939 that “the strength of Nazism came from the holy terror it dared to as-
sume, in the wake of Jiinger, Salomon, Nietzsche, etc. Were it not a form of
decadence, the only way left to fight it would be to risk an even greater terror
(because when it comes to mysticism, the strategy involves neither matching
force, nor wearing down, but outbidding).” This letter may shed light on his
carlier strategies—before he had come to see the Nazis’ “decadence,” or nihilist
vacancy. Writing to Paulhan about “The Winter Wind” in November 1937,
Caillois explained, “Since I didn’t have the strength, I had to play with magi-
cal illusion [prestige], that is, gamble on mimicry. So even though I hate rhe-
torical flourish, I tried to use some, hoping that there might be some people
who would be won over by the atmosphere and would join together, turning
this atmosphere into an actual force.”*?8 (“Mimicry” here suggests Gabriel
Tarde’s definition of mimicry as the motor of social formations, and not that
of “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia.”) In short, with its chivalric mas-
ters, “The Winter Wind” wittingly sought to hypnotize not the masses but the
intellectual avant-garde—with the myth of lucidity and a paramilitary saint ef-
froi (holy terror). Moreover, Caillois here explicitly echoes the Nazi propa-
ganda machine in at least one respect. His 1940 lectures on “The Nature and
Structure of Totalitarian Regimes” would cite (to condemn) the Nazi concept
of Wirbel (whirlwind) “that expels its dead elements and makes popular lead-
ers spring forth.” Yet such social hygiene is clearly featured in “The Winter
Wind,” with its updated pagan rites of organic renewal, which Caillois likely
drew from the studies of Dumézil but also found in the writings of the pre-
Hitler writer, Moeller van den Briick.!?°

Hollier also shows that in 1938 Caillois drew the attention of the College of
Sociology to a letter by Mauss about the Communist and Nazi Parties as “se-
cret sects.” 130 Yet we might note that even as the declarations of the College
grew more antipacifist, voicing a greater “will to power,” Caillois’s own rheto-
ric was becoming increasingly temperate, that is, inclined toward spiritual and
representational efficacy.’3! “La Hiérarchie des étres” (which pointed to the
Bolsheviks as a model of secret order) declared, “Any power that is not spiri-
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tual [mental] and pure finishes in blood. The only stable authority is that
which constrains solely by means of example and is exclusively based on esteem
and admiration.” 132 “Sociology of the Intellectual” (1939) would then outline
an utterly nonviolent, exemplary order, whose role was to produce “values”
rather than master the world. In the absence of any clear causal explanation for
Caillois’s conceptual shift, it is helpful to note that in 1938 and 1939 he was writ-
ing Man and the Sacred, which proffers a specific model of “sacred” activism for
the modern world, and of which “Sociology of the Intellectual” is an apparent
illustration.

The binary tropism of likes and dislikes in “The Winter Wind” could per-
haps be interpreted as an initial effort to systematize Bataille’s anthropological
views of the sacred as an ambiguous nucleus of attraction and repulsion, de-
rived, in particular, from the ideas of Robert Hertz.!33 In any event, to “gen-
eralize” this theory was precisely the project, Caillois recounts, of his ensuing
scholarly study, Man and the Sacred, which sought to outline the “syntax” of
the sacred.!3* He first presents the sacred as a “category of feeling” investing
sacred objects with an “aura”—such as that of mana, for example—and setting
them apart from the profane as “taboo.” The ambivalent attitudes of horror
and love, or tremendum and fascinans (derived from Saint Augustine and Ru-
dolf Otto), characterize man’s apprehension of the sacred as a virtual force;
Caillois uses the image of fire. However, “just as the firc produces both evil and
good,” when the sacred is put into effect in the world, it engenders “right and
wrong action and is imbued with the opposing qualities of pure and impure,
holy and sacrilegious.” !3® The conceptual complexity of Caillois’s model stems
from the fact that although, when embodied or implemented, the sacred be-
comes polarized (into good or evil, pure to impure, holy or sacrilegious), each
of these results gives rise to ambivalent feelings. “Every force animating [the
sacred] tends to become dissociated,” he writes; “its initial ambiguity tends to
resolve itself into antagonistic and complementary elements to which can be
tendered, respectively, feclings of awe and aversion —feclings of desire and fer-
vor that are inspired by its completely ambiguous nature. But no sooner are
these poles born of the extension of the sacred than they provoke, on their own
part—and to the precise degree that they possess sacred character—the same
ambivalent reactions that had originally isolated them from each other.”!3¢ In
short, Caillois is here providing a model of emotional paradox, in some sense
grounded in the principle of identity and difference. Describing Saint Augus-
tine’s ambivalence toward the sacred, Caillois writes that Augustine “explains
that his horror comes about by his realization of the absolute disparity be-
tween his being and that of the sacred, and he explains his ardor by his aware-
ness of their fundamental identity.”!3”
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Although exploring such static conciliation of opposites would become an
important feature of Caillois’s theoretical imagination after the war, the real
thrust of his “syntax” of the sacred in 1939 was the paradigm of its oscillation
with respect to the social structure. “Bataille distinguished the Right and the
Left sacred . . . the sacred of sanctity and the sacred of defilement,” he re-
counted in 1971; “so I tried to systematize that and to show how in normal
times, which is not festival, what counts is the sacred as respect. . . . On the con-
trary, in wartime, but especially during festival, there is transgression, because
what was respected is now violated.” 38 (Caillois recalls having lectured to the
College of Sociology on the topic of war as the “black festival” of the modern
world; however, this troubling equation of what he later described as two “to-
tal” collective phenomena did not appear in the prewar Man and the Sacred; see
“Paroxysms of Society.”) Thus Man and the Sacred generalizes the sacred’s am-
biguous bipolarity by theoretically unifying this within a single system of ar-
chaic social order, suggesting that both right and left sacred exist relative to the
unique axis, or orthodoxy, of the ordo rerum. The right sacred, now “the sacred
as respect,” confirms the norm; the left sacred, now “the sacred as transgres-
sion,” breaks with this norm, most dramatically during the period of festival
and sacrifice.!3® The ordo rerum, then, is their common hidden identity bridg-
ing their polarized opposition. (Caillois’s introduction notes that “if in this
work a favored place is given to the concept of the ordo rerum, credit for this
belongs to Mauss alone.”)'*° The last three sections describe the modern ex-
perience of the sacred as one detached from the ordo rerum, as an interiorized
and private attitude, sometimes “the specialty of a sect leading a semi-clandes-
tine existence.”'*! The modern mind must here choose between “the feared
world of great conquests, the blessed world of great renunciations [abandons]”
(see “Metamorphoses of Hell”).!*? These two poles are distinct but conjoined
as ambiguity in their difference from the profane. This last opposition itself
reflects the world’s essential ambiguity, one might say, for Caillois links the du-
ality of sacred and profane to that of “inertia and movement, mass and force,
matter and energy.” 143

Despite the obvious fact that Caillois is not discussing literature or lan-
guage, let us briefly consider his generalization of the sacred in relation to Paul-
han’s view that language comprises complementary and antagonistic poles,
such as “word” and “thought,” conceptualized in terms of Einsteinian space-
time and theological antinomies, as mentioned earlier.'** Especially interesting
to consider here is Paulhan’s argument that language is ambiguous in a virtual
sense but polarized in practice—that only one aspect can be observed at any
given time. As Laurent Jenny explains, “Language cannot be simultaneously
apprehended as thought and as word. Although we constantly experience the
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indissociable nature of its two aspects, one of the two is always lacking.” '** As
an alternation of “transgression” and “respect,” the sacred’s “applied” relation
to the social structure likewise oscillates in its restricted expression of a single
dimension. Let us note, though, that such pendulum swings are collective rep-
resentations unrelated to private shifts of perspective by the participants, and
they derive from the principle of norm and transgression, which Paulhan’s os-
cillatory paradigm utterly lacks. As for the two sacred attitudes—sinner and
saint—available to modernity, the individual does not alternate from one to
the other. We shall see that Caillois’s intellectual affinities with Paulhan would
grow more pronounced during the war and thereafter. Yet his ever more liter-
ary approach to ambiguity derived from Man and the Sacred would generally
continue to consider its collective dimension and its structures of transgression
and paradox, rather than dwelling on the mysteriously mobile appearances and
perceptions Paulhan ascribed to the apprehension of language itself. For Cail-
lois, the tremendum [fascinans of the sacred affects its adherents as an emotional
duality regardless of whether it is virtual or not.

In any event, his real interlocutor was Bataille. Unlike the profane world of
egotistical self-preservation, the “supreme ends” of the contemporary sacred
are those inducing a person to “sacrifice his life if necessary.” 46 The lover, art-
ist, scientist, miser, patriot, and revolutionary may illustrate such an “uncon-
ditional personal involvement, a similar asceticism and spirit of sacrifice.” And
what of reconstituting the social order through a sacred community? Although
the rise of individualism has freed and protected the modern subject from all
“psychic constraint,” writes Caillois, “yet, the sacred persists to the degree that
this liberation is incomplete, that is to say, whenever a value imposes itself as
a reason to live upon a community and even an individual. For this value rap-
idly reveals itself to be a source of energy and a nucleus of contagion.”#” The
prewar version cites two examples of such a “sacred milieu”: the flame of
the Unknown Soldier under the Arc de Triomphe and “certain aspects of the
national-socialist movement in Germany.” 8 “Sociology of the Intellectual”
will suggest how the “unconditional commitment” of intellectuals can consti-
tute such an order as well.

Let me underscore, then, that sacrifice and uncalculating behavior are pre-
sented here as means, and virtual ones at that, rather than as ends in them-
selves. Caillois does not call for crime, transgression, or sacrifice; as the basis
of sacred community, he highlights not death but a reason ro live. Although
Bataille’s final letter in 1939 to Caillois about the College of Sociology gener-
ally concurred with Caillois’s views of the sacred, his postwar review of Man
and the Sacred sharply noted, “The sacred, in my opinion, first and foremost
counters utility and those passions whose object conforms to reason. . . . At the
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basis of the sacred, we always find some prohibition forbidding behavior that
is convulsive, foreign to selfish calculation, and that originates in the animal
world.” But this debate inevitably harkened back to the late r930s, when
Bataille was launching his secret society, Acéphale, driven by the project of hu-
man sacrifice. His important letter of 1939, marking in some sense the collapse
of the College, noted of Caillois’s desire to establish some form of “spiritual
power” that, according to Caillois himself, society must “possess the forces,
virtues, and seductions that demand and lead to sacrifice”; this last must there-
fore be true of “spiritual power” as well.14

One way to interpret Caillois’s writings at the time is to highlight their dif-
ficult dialogue with a very local adversary.!>® His Approches de Pimaginairve
(1974) cites Bataille’s constant attempts to link Acéphale with the College of
Sociology as an “explanation of, if not an excuse for” the “presumptuous and
fake heightened tone” of “The Winter Wind” and other texts of the time.5!
Bataille and his secret society dreamed of an incandescent social communion
that aimed to express perhaps more than to contend with the very real violence
ahead. In 1935-1936, Caillois had refused to fight fascists in the streets while
Bataille was urging just that. However, the roles were somewhat reversed in
the next few years. After 1937, Bataille’s group refused any instrumental appro-
priation or, as they said, “opportunistic use” of the group’ “religious” ener-
gies, such as aggressiveness. In contrast, Caillois wrote in 1938 of “the imme-
diate need for political struggle.”!>? Bataille’s aforementioned final letter to
Caillois concerning the College recounts his public declaration of such discord
to the group on July 4, 1939: “My emphasis on mysticism, drama, madness and
death [strikes Caillois] as difficult to reconcile with the principles that we take
as our point of departure.” 53

More or less coextensive with the College of Sociology, Acéphale (whose
metaphorical name, “Headless,” had in mind Nietzsche’s “death of God” and
“the headless crowd”) anarchically attacked any kind of hierarchical system or
structure topped by an individual summit: political, religious, sociological,
philosophical, intellectual, and so on.!s* Acéphale maintained Contre-At-
taque’s anti-Hitler, anticommunist, and antinationalist stance, but had re-
treated from the world of politics, replacing Contre-Attaque’s instrumental fo-
cus on mass psychology with a Kierkegaardian “religious” turn toward
experiential angst. This small sect was composed of a core group of five young
men in their early twenties, who had already been close friends for several years
before falling under the spell of Bataille (roughly sixteen years older) at Sou-
varine’s Cercle Communiste Démocratique. (One young member would refer
to Bataille as “le boss.”!*%) Inspired by two basic texts, Bataille’s “Sacrifices”
and “The Notion of Expenditure,” the group spoke of reenchanting the world
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with secular myth and sacrifice, and they nurtured their apocalyptic sensibility
with a Heidegger-inspired contemplation of death.!5¢ “Reproach of B.[ataille]
to Heid[egger]. He reaches nothingness too fast,” reads the marginal, hand-
written annotation of an Acéphale member to an internal text of the group, Ba-
taille’s “Vingt propositions sur la mort de Dieu” (Twenty propositions on the
death of God).'%” ‘

To a certain extent, it is possible to discern a triangular structure with
Bataille at the center, flanked by Caillois on one side and the small group of fol-
lowers, the so-called friends of Bataille, on the other. Already in the founding
days of Contre-Attaque, these opposed and competing influences began to
emerge when Monnerot wrote to Caillois in November 1935, “In effect, Ba-
taille has found a group—small though it might be—which agrees to make a
program out of his ideas—I am not speaking of all the mutual concessions.”!%8
There is some evidence that Caillois was involved in Acéphale’s early stages, in
late 1936, a few months before it had fully taken shape as a secret society. One
member, Georges Ambrosino, wrote to another in December 1936, “Acéphale?
G. B. [Georges Bataille] under the influence of Caillois. Pffui—.”!5 Then, in
January 1937, Ambrosino and another member, Henri Dubief, wrote texts
highly critical of Caillois: Ambrosino, “La Constitution de Iétre est eminem-
ment paradoxale” (The constitution of a being is highly paradoxical), and Du-
bief, “Critique d’une position de Roger Caillois” (Criticism of a position of
Roger Caillois). Although it is not known just what they were responding to,
and hence it is difficult to reconstruct the dialogue, they were clearly resisting
Bataille’s plans to join forces with Caillois and Monnerot. (According to the
group’s Journal intérienr | Private Journal], both texts focused on “the danger
of opportunism and the possibilities of confusion.”!*®) Ambrosino attacked
Caillois’s “wish for totality,” which “can only mean the quest for a lucid total-
ity.” “The only quality that we wish to acknowledge, and constantly so, in a be-
ing is its scission, within and against itself,” wrote this accolyte of Bataille.!6!
Dubief’s account suggests a talk in which Caillois claimed to share the group’s
goal of achieving “the highest degree of emotional tension” —but in a way that
Dubief himself condemned: “Roger Caillois declares that he is awaiting a kind
of ‘state of grace.’” This reveals a lazy unawareness of his “fatal illness” (or
human condition): “It is not by shutting his eyes upon himself and the world
that he can hope to attain life.” Dubief further claimed that Bataille and Cail-
lois used the term “state of strife” in different ways: “For Bataille or for our-
selves, this stems from feelings of ‘weakness’ or ‘depressions,”” because only
self-conscious despair will allow one to “overcome despair” and experience the
“emotional tension” proper to the “taste for strife” and eventual triumph; on
the contrary, “Caillois seems to experience this . . . in periods of intense activ-
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ity, of success and euphoria” (see “Dionysian Virtues” and “Aggressiveness as
a Value™).162

The recent publication of Acéphale’s internal documents illuminate the
group’s decision to go underground in February 1937 (without Caillois’
awareness of this crucial event). They reveal its oddly bureaucratic structure
and Bataille’s increasing depression in 1938, after the death of his lover, Laure,
which propelled the group toward the mystical quest outlined in his formula,
“Joy in the Face of Death.” Members were increasingly urged to focus, as in
certain yoga techniques, on the moment of their own death: “I myself, de-
stroying myself, consuming and butchering myself by means of my own avid-
ity like fire.” 163 What these documents avoid discussing in any explicit way is
the question of human sacrifice, now generally accepted as one of the crucial
aspects of the group. In 1944, Caillois’s “Preamble to the Spirit of Sects” ret-
rospectively discussed this project, meant to forge an indissoluble, leaderless
bond, and which has been personally confirmed to me by a former member:
“The fundamental thing,” he explained, “was that there was to be a victim,
killed, by one of the members of the group, who would have volunteered to do
so. But, it didn’t work for one simple reason, namely, it was not possible to find
a volunteer to do the executing.” He recalled that on becoming an adept of the
group through a process of adeption (a term coined for this purpose), members
signed a sacrificial contract (now lost): “Within the group, one committed one-
self to being the potential victim and the potential assassin—but with no further
specifications.” 164

“The goals and ambitions of Acéphale were very foreign to me,” Caillois re-
counted in 1970, “and certainly, it is precisely because of the tension that re-
vealed itself between Bataille and myself in the College of Sociology, in the face
of my stubborn, obstinate refusal not to accept what was the basis of Bataille’s
life, what he valued most highly, that he may have been forced to found some-
thing apart, more secret, where this time there was no one who contradicted
him and obliged him to greater prudence.”!®> According to my informant,
Caillois never actually participated in the rituals of Acéphale: “Caillois was in-
formed about everything that happened in Acéphale but never wanted to take
part in it.” In 1974, Caillois further explained, “Bataille believed that accom-
plishing a human sacrifice would be an irreversible point, preventing any pos-
sible turning back. It came close to happening. The victim had been found, it
was the sacrificer who was missing. Bataille offered me the role. Because I had
written a panegyric about Saint-Just while still in high school, he probably
supposed that I had the latter’s inexorable character. Things didn’t get beyond
that.”1%¢ Elsewhere in 1974, Caillois noted that Bataille “did not tell every-
thing” and told him about Acéphale’s plans for an “irreparable ritual gesture”
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only at the stage when the victim had already been found.'¢” This is tempting
to correlate with Marina Galletti’s recent remark about a rumor that Michel
Leiris, in a momentary state of suicidal depression (to which he was frequently
prone), had offered himself as sacrificial victim.!%® Could Bataille have asked
Caillois to execute Leiris?

As T suggested above, Caillois’s Man and the Sacred and “Sociology of the
Intellectual” describe the modern reconstitution of a “sacred milieu” in terms
that implicitly challenge any strategic and foundational use of transgression,
destruction, or sacrifice. Moreover, Caillois’s parting shot in the immediate af-
termath of Acéphale may be a review he discreetly published in Argentina in
late 1939 —in Spanish—assailing the use of Nietzsche as a “consolation.” More
specifically, he inveighed against the modern appropriation of primitivism,
which merely projected the “mystery” and “depth” of something “probably
rudimentary and poor”: “No evidence confirms this backdrop painted with
the vivid and coarse colors of sex and death, orgy and human sacrifice, against
which ‘savages’ are posed in the eyes of ‘civilized,” well-educated men.”¢° But
a more sustained dialogue with Acéphale at an earlier date can be partially
reconstructed in “Dionysian Virtues,” “Aggressiveness as a Value,” “The Birth
of Lucifer,” “L’Aridité,” and “The Sociology of the Executioner.”

Written while Caillois was still somewhat involved with the initial stages of
Acéphale, “Dionysian Virtues” suggests how to collectively harness ivresse (in-
toxication) instead of merely enjoying it in private; “Aggressiveness as Value”
likewise argues for a conquering elite as opposed to unbound, wild aggression.
Perhaps (but not necessarily) composed after Acéphale had gone underground,
“The Birth of Lucifer,” I suggest, includes a caricatural attack on Bataille, as
well as his followers. A prototype of the rebellious nineteenth-century indiv-
1dualist who then unites with his fellows in “The Winter Wind,” Lucifer is a
Promethean Romantic writer, whose social revolt supersedes what Caillois
calls Romantic Satanism (see “Paris, a Modern Myth”). In this last, it is not
difficult to discern the figure of Bataille, whose founding speech to Acéphale
evoked the legacy of “Romantic despair” when stating that each member
should try to rediscover “primitive religious complexity” by confronting ex-
perientially “the violence that was nearby” and “his own aggressiveness.”
In my opinion, “Aggressiveness as a Value” already challenged Bataille’s view
that “despair here means that aggressiveness can be neither limited nor en-
slaved.” 70 But “The Birth of Lucifer” then suggests overcoming this attitude,
just as Lucifer overcomes Satan (in Caillois’s idiosyncratic account), by com-
bining scientific and Nietzschean self-mastery with Corneille’s idea of “glory”:
“demonic pride, the feeling of supreme, private independence.”!7!

Let me also speculate that two later essays, from 1938, might well bear di-
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rectly on the projected human sacrifice. In 1970, Caillois recounted, “[Bataille]
already had the victim and obtained from the latter (or was undertaking to ob-
tain) a certificate intended for the law, and which exonerated the murderer
ahead of time.”'72 (Did Bataille ask Leiris to write a note excusing his assas-
sin?) “Indeed, the executioner was supposed . . . to be protected from the law,”
recalled the former member of the group, “and there had indeed been discus-
sions among ourselves to resolve . . . that it was something that was not right,
trying to protect the person who would perform the murder.”!73 T discern
Caillois’s response to this envisioned exercise in applied transgression in his es-
say “L’Aridité,” where he distinguishes between “liberty” and “indepen-
dence”: “The Luciferian spirit considers this to be a crucial distinction, and a
primary result of his critical reconsideration of the satanic state of mind. When
an individual views the desire for liberty as nothing more than the demand to
act exactly as he pleases and safe from any sanction—then this desire, in and of
itself, is hardly capable of founding or even maintaining anything.” !”* So much
for Bataille’s ploy. However, to the extent that, unlike Caillois, Bataille could
still envision rekindling the sacred via an act of murder, Caillois’ essay “Soci-
ology of the Executioner” (presented to the College of Sociology) offered yet
another response. Bataille and Acéphale sought to celebrate the execution of
Louis XVT as an antecedent to their own sacrificial regeneration of the social
order. However, drawing on his anthropological theory of the sacred and de
Maistre, Caillois charted the “total social fact” of regicide, whose mythical
structures still resonated in the Old Regime imagination—and even within
modern France.!”> To refound society in this way, he implies, you cannot sim-
ply kill a willing friend in the suburban forest. Your actions must respect the
deep-seated logic of execution, which involves the official executioner of the
realm—and the head of state.

In 1960, Caillois’s Borgesian novella, Ponce Pilate, told a story with some re-
lation to these fantastic concerns of his youth. In this counterfactual tale, Pilate
prevents the sacrifice of Christ despite the arguments of his Prefect—“It is not
undesirable that one man die for the salvation of a people”—which Hollier de-
scribes as an expression of “sacrificial logic” proper to Caillois and others.}7®
Yet it seems to me that such instrumental calculus—breaking eggs for
omelettes—has little to do with the collective order of gods, men, and things
outlined in Man and the Sacred. More interesting are the dialogues between
Pilate and his utopian, visionary counsclor, Mardouk, whose only belief is in
belief itself, and who endorses sacrificing an innocent to bring about a new era
and faith. In the 1930s, Caillois may have refused to align himself with Mar-
douk/Bataille’s views largely for theoretical reasons: as being anachronistic,
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conceptually flawed, and unsound. Some sixty vears later, and by the novella’s
conclusion, Pilate/Caillois rejects such injustice on stoic ethical grounds. De-
spite divine and human pressures, he remains free to follow his conscience.'”

In the intervening years had occurred, among other things, the war.

* * *

In Argentina, Caillois underwent a progressive intellectual, ideological, and
cultural change, which left him a convert to “civilization”—or to what he had
previously sought to overturn and destroy. “I had wished to unburden myself
of this culture, as of a kind of load and enslavement,” he wrote after the war.
“I now recognized that it was fragile and difficult to conquer. Moreover, I un-
derstood that there was nothing outside of it that could justify the human ad-
venture.” 78 His journey through the sparsely populated region of Patagonia
in March 1942 was emblematic of this humanist awakening (see “Patagonia”),
which no longer sought to generalize biological, sociological, and individual
drives, nor to draw on this theoretical unity to regenerate the modern world
through apocalyptic revolution. If Caillois still defined lucidity and self-re-
straint as a means to individual freedom, this was not demonic “independence”
but heroic autonomy from the “vertigo” of natural, unconscious, and collec-
tive forces; no longer did it involve the will to power over others.

During the war, Caillois’s La Communion des forts (1943) republished certain
of his writings on sects and €lites linked to the College of Sociology. He tried
to distinguish this “spiritual power” more explicitly from political power (see
“Discussions of Sociological Topics: On ‘Defense of the Republic’”). His new
preface recast these essays as modes of intellectual resistance to demagoguery
and fanaticized mass psychology, which inevitably engendered violence: “If
only these masses were led by the slightest self-interest, but a collective entity
lacks both the will and intelligence that sometimes help an individual control
himself. [It is] completely rudimentary, blind, anonymous, and seem[s] ca-
pable only of fear, ressentiment or envy.”'”® His new writings primarily fo-
cused, though, on the choices and efforts made in the Sisyphian project of pro-
ducing civilization. The order Caillois envisioned was a new humanism
whereby man and the human imagination stood alone in the world, partici-
pating less in society per se than in history. To this end, he cast aside science
and generalization for the more restricted constructions of literature and cul-
ture. Significantly, his theory of the novel, Puissances du roman (1942), appears
to transpose into secular terms Caillois’s prior model of the sacred, for the
novel swings between destroying and reconstructing the city or polis, as if
he had generalized the novel’s oscillation relative to this social axis. He also
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rediscovered poetry, though with some ill will toward the poetic image—
to which he attributed the ills of Surrealism. Inspired by the careful selection
of “disparate wonders” making up the “total museum” of the poet Saint-John
Perse (Alexis Léger), he became a collector rather than a Romantic prophet of
totality. 180

Caillois’s prolonged stay in Argentina was the unplanned result of Victoria
Ocampo’s invitation that he visit Buenos Aires for a three-month lecture series.
Significantly older and more experienced than he in the ways of romance,
Ocampo had admired his performance at the College of Sociology and then
quite literally carried him off to enlighten the cultural milieu she was working
hard to establish in Buenos Aires around her journal Sur. Caillois left Paris on
June 23, 1939; he returned in August 1945. After the Declaration of War on Sep-
tember 3, 1939, he was trapped in Argentina by the lack of sea traffic back to
France, but also, writes Felgine, because the French Embassy hoped to make
use of his intellectual qualifications: “he was the only Normalien who had
passed the Agregation exam of Letters on the subcontinent.”!8! Moreover, he
had been officially declared physically unfit for military duty. Even so, Caillois
did at first plan to return to France. “Despite the fact that people tell me that I
will be more useful here than back there,” he wrote to Paulhan on October 21,
1939, “I am not happy at the idea of staying.” 182 Any hopes of going home be-
came impossible, though, in the wake of the ten lectures he delivered in Mon-
tevideo against Hitler and Hitlerism in August 1940 at the behest of the Brit-
ish Embassy (Caillois had, by then, broken his ties with the Pétainist French
administration).!8% “I declare with great assurance that Hitler will fall with
a crash like Lucifer,” he wrote to Ocampo.'# The German Embassy in Buenos
Aires at once lodged a formal protest, as Argentina was a neutral country.
Therefore, “it was becoming very difficult for me to return to France,” Caillois
explained in 1971. “I ran the risk of being arrested when I got off the boat.” Be-
sides lectures (including the “The Nature and Structure of Totalitarian Re-
gimes™) and essays (such as “The Nature of Hitlerism”), Caillois’s strictly po-
litical response to the war was to play a founding role in the Comité de De
Gaulle, which he tried to hold back from a French nationalist outlook.!85

As for his romance with Ocampo, this ended by early 1941 because Caillois’s
prior girlfriend, Yvette Billod, had given birth to their daughter, Catherine,
out of wedlock, in France in 1940. Yvette and the baby moved to Argentina
in March 1941, where a marriage hastily ensued. But Caillois’s extensive cor-
respondence with Ocampo throughout his Argentine stay and thereafter
shows the deep and enduring nature of their bond. Above and beyond the
challenges of passion and Christian faith that Ocampo persistently leveled at
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Caillois’s “aridity,” their dialogue flourished in the joint projects for Ocampo’s
journal Su# and for the French-language journal, Les Lettves francaises spon-
sored by Sur.186

Originally conceived by Waldo Frank, this cosmopolitan journal sought to
define Argentine culture within its larger American and European context.'8”
When Caillois reached Argentina, S»» was in its ninth year, and Ocampo was
undoubtedly hoping to orient this intellectual milieu along the lines she had
witnessed in Paris. By mid-1940, she had launched the Discussions of Socio-
logical Topics, loosely inspired by the College of Sociology (see “Discussions
of Sociological Topics: On ‘Defense of the Republic’ and “The Nature and
Structure of Totalitarian Regimes”). One current of the College was thus
transplanted into a wholly new culture and world, of which two aspects are
useful to keep in mind.!88 First, the other prevalent French influence at Sur was
left-wing Catholicism, as purveyed by the “personalist” orientation of Denis
de Rougemont, Emmanuel Mounier, and Jacques Maritain. John King’s study
explains: “Personalism appealed to Sur, because it rejected the twin poles of
fascism and Marxism, individualism and collectivism, categories in which the
‘person’ became lost.” He highlights the appeal of such a doctrine given Su#’s
belief that thoughtful elites had an important role to play in fostering human-
ist values: “With a clear conscience the intellectual could be . . . the vigilant
outsider, who could form a spiritual community with other like-minded ‘per-
sons.”” 18 However, Caillois did not join forces with the personalist strand at
Sur. Preferring autonomy to divine authority, he founded his own journal, Les
Lettres frangaises (1941-1947), which remained in close contact with other jour-
nals of Free France, such as Raymond Aron’s La France libve in London.

The second crucial point about Sur is that it had been unequivocally anti-
Franco during the Si)anish Civil War. With the advent of the Second World
War, recounts King, “the magazine explicitly defended the Allied cause and fre-
quently implied that the Argentine policy of neutrality was being formulated
by fascist tendencies within the government.” 'Y The issue of October 1939,
titled “La Guerra” (War) and voicing Su#’s belligerent response to Hitler’s in-
vasion of Poland, included Caillois’s sociological analysis, “Naturaleza del hit-
lerismo” (The nature of Hitlerism): “This is intended to represent here the
point of view of the College of Sociology where, for almost three years,
Georges Bataille, Michel Leiris and I have been devoting ourselves to under-
standing European events and defining the most justified and ambitious stance
to adopt towards them.” 1! As noted earlier, Caillois also drafted an anti-Hitler
manifesto, which he hoped to publish in the Nouvelle revue francaise as a decla-
ration of the College of Sociology—but with many other signatures as well.
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He wrote to Paulhan: “Here, it is signed by a sort of section of the C[ollege
de] S[ociologie], formed by the same people as in Paris: professors of philos-
ophy, writers and disciples of Maritain. I am, moreover, a bit alarmed by the
sociology that they are pursuing: for it is gently taking the direction of form-
ing an Argentinian imperialism that is very coherent and ambitious.” 12
More specifically, “The Nature and Structure of Totalitarian Regimes” con-
demned Nazism and communism as “totalitarianism” in the name of “the re-
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public,” “universal values,” “the rights of individual conscience,” and full, ra-
tional transparency: “The modern nation is not a religious community that
must obey the revelations of a visionary. Politics is a matter neither of mystical
ecstasies nor of blind faith. Both political leaders as well as their followers must
have clear notions of what is being proposed.” But what exactly was Caillois
himself proposing? “Defensa de la republica” (Defense of the republic; first
published in Su7, June 1940) defined the republic in terms of Rome, Venice,
and France, “in those days when they were each losing their names to be called
simply, all over the world, and without any possible misunderstanding, the Re-
public.” This Republic and “classic democracy” was based on a system of elites,
or open meritocracies, which, Caillois argued, was distinct from “the type
of democracy that gives rise to totalitarian states.” '3 Yet, it would have been
helpful to clarify these terms; the categories of democracy and republic have
entertained a long and complicated relationship in the history of French polit-
ical philosophy.!** Moreover, Caillois’s essays in La Communion des forts and
elsewhere echoed his fear of the masses and his prior belief that democracy’s
“only options seem to be either learning from its enemies or preparing for de-
feat.” Still, in strong contrast to “La Hiérarchie des étres” and closer to Aron’s
position, he concluded that unlike totalitarian regimes, “democracy, even if
this is its only advantage, at least allows for hope. That is enough for us to de-
fend and prize it as the means for pursuing the very enterprise that is working
to transform it.” 15 To the extent that he himself sought to bolster democracy,
it was chiefly through Les Lettres frangaises. In April 1942, Louis Tillier wrote
about Lettres frangaises for Aron’s journal that it recalled Paulhan’s Nouvelle re-
vue frangaise (prior to its collaborationist turn under Drieu la Rochelle):

Even though Caillois is first and foremost interested in literature, it is not
that he is seeking there some refuge from political anxiety: he simply be-
lieves that the man of thought and pen has enough to accomplish in his
own sphere without encroaching upon those of the strategist or the econ-
omist. Literature for him is not a means of escape, a frivolous distraction
but, above all, a way of waging war, which would not be “total” if it were
not also a war of ideas. Caillois excellently defines the role that he intends
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to perform in his ‘Duties and Privileges of French Writers Abroad,” which
serves as the editorial to the second number of Lettres frangaises, and con-
stitutes the manifesto of a journal that aims to be an organ of combat.'%

“Duties and Privileges of French Writers Abroad™ expressed a theory of com-
mitment anticipating that of Sartre: the very act of writing or speaking or keep-
ing silent is a political act. The journal’s more general focus illustrated Caillois’s
belief, often voiced in these years, that the values of civilization must be forged
outside the theater of war: “On battlefields, the reason of the one who is stron-
gest is always the best.”!” This also took shape as the crucial dichotomy be-
tween civilization and barbarism, between Athens and Sparta, first sketched
out in the preface to “Naturaleza del hitlerismo.” The first is a society that sub-
ordinates “military virtues to civil [civic] virtues” (France); the second, one in
which “military virtues” constitute an autonomous end in and of themselves
(Germany).198

Most important for Caillois’s turn to civilization, culture, and literature,
Malraux embodied a parallel move away from rebellious Romantic satanism
and the maudits, as Caillois evoked them. “This period will have led Malraux,
like many others, to repudiate that deadly training leading one to believe that
only evil and death are inexhaustible,” he wrote; this writer and others aspire,
instead, to “heavens against which the powers of hell cannot prevail.” % Saint-
Exupéry, as writer and aviator, best conveyed Caillois’s new cult of individual
heroism. “The Myth of Secret Treasures in Childhood,” “The Situation of Po-
etry,” and “Pythian Heritage” show that this shift was still largely a continued
reaction against Surrealism—now in the name of a “mature” imagination.
Caillois’s Le Roman policier admired in this mass-cultural genre the duality of
passive enjoyment and active research, sensitivity and intellect, social anarchy
and regulation, freedom and constraint.2% Such literary predilections squarely
aligned him with Paulhan and with Borges, who personally reviewed Le Ro-
man policier for Sur in 1942: “The literature of our time is exhausted by inter-
jections and opinions, incoherences and confidences; the detective story rep-
resents order and the obligation to invent. Roger Caillois very well analyzes its
role as rational game, lucid game.”2%! Paulhan was similarly holding up the de-
tective novel in Les Fleurs de Tarbes as a “glimmer of reconciliation” between
Tervor and Rbetoric: between the attack, since Romanticism, on literary lan-
guage or form at the expense of thought or meaning and, conversely, a pre-
occupation with form and language at the expense of meaning or thought.
“We are witnessing,” Paulhan wrote, “the triumph and global spread of the
only contemporary genre that obeys stricter rules than Voltairean tragedy or
the ode of Malherbe.” 292 Etiemble, who also reviewed Le Roman policier (after
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Borges), drew an explicit connection to Paulhan in 1943, while underscoring
Caillois’s moral outlook: “He defines the outlines of a classicism; certainly not
of 'a new classicism —that would be an academicism—but indeed of a classicism
that is new. The details of the doctrine still remain to be specified; I would
imagine that the theses of Paulhan in Fleurs de Tarbes, those of Focillon in La
Vie des formes, would largely contribute to it. What Caillois is proposing, above
all, is an ethics, more than an aesthetics.” 203

As noted above, Caillois’s second “theory of the novel,” Puissances du ro-
man, transposes his anthropological model of the sacred and the ordo rerum
into those literary terms of the novel’s pendulum swing between destroying
and reconstructing the polis. However, he still subordinates literary to social
concerns, or literature to the social order. As escapist, individualist reverie, the
novel can dissolve the society it is mirroring —a civilized problem that does not
threaten “robust barbarians who do not delegate the care of living to imagi-
nary beings.” On the other hand (here referring to the writings of Heming-
way, Montherlant, Saint-Exupéry, Faulkner, Malraux, Ch. Plisnier, and Ernst
von Salomon—in that order), Caillois suggests that such contemporary novels
“detach in the foreground of those societies whose decomposition they are
hastening the heroes who invite it to rediscover its cohesion—this by dint of
their public and private virtues.” Such “exemplary” characters, or ““children of
chaos’ dream of engendering an order, these nomads dream of instating sta-
bility.” Unlike the cohorts of “The Winter Wind,” such individualists are not
united by their shared Nietzschean status as masters. Rather, Caillois suggests
that the “secret of their cohesion” is a form of “common faith”: “This subter-
ranean impatience expressed by the novel under so many different guises can
only be termed religious. It marks the moment when these new and invisible
forces still remain scattered, unknown to each other, albeit linked by some se-
cret element just like the readers of a book.”2%* So too, “Duties and Privileges
of French Writers Abroad” had previously pointed to Les Lettres frangaises as
a means of creating the “organic solidarity” of intellectuals, specifically across
the Atlantic divide.

This novelistic “recasting of collective life” outlined here creates an inte-
grated unity wherein “the individual only thinks of history.” It is nonetheless
clear that the imaginative grip of the late 1930s, with its sociological idcal of
community and an integral collective, was slow to fade. Caillois explained in
an oft-cited remark in 1974 that Puissances du roman was still inspired by the
College of Sociology’s vision of a ““full’ society . . . with no room for novels” —
without yet realizing that this, in and of itself, was a novelistic dream.2% As
noted earlier, La Communion des forts recycled such essays as “The Winter
Wind” and “La Hiérachie des étres” framed in a new way. To this end, Caillois
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still drew on social considerations linked to the College of Sociology: “To in-
state a spiritual power in society, one must gather and separate within it an
entirely contrary society, that is also spiritual, from which it will emanate. To
make itself heard, it will only have the magical prestige of the mind. Possessing
no form of constraint, it will have to fascinate. Rejecting force, it will have to
wield a certain magic or grace, in short some virtue that will be its principle and
will appear to nature as supernatural.” 2% Even in 1944, it appears that Caillois
nurtured the idea of “spiritual power,” or so we may gauge from correspon-
dence with Jean Wahl (then teaching at Mount Holyoke College), to whom
Caillois sent out a questionnaire on the topic. We may reconstruct the ques-
tionnaire (now lost), from Wahl’s answers to questions 2, 3, and 4: on “spiri-
tual power,
ity or clergy” to sustain these values. Wahl wrote back on March 6, 1944

3 <

strictly religious values,” and an “elite” defined either as “nobil-

While reading your questionnaire, two memories inevitably come to my
mind: that of a banquet of the journal, Volontés, from which the collabo-
rationists Pelorson and Combelle emerged. . . . People there were very
concerned with the quest for spiritual authority. And especially that of
the College of Sociology, where, as you know better than I, two of the di-
rectors, yourself and Michel Leiris, maintained an exemplary attitude,
but the third [Bataille] was carried away, at least momentarily, by his cult
for authority, his hatred of a kind of bourgeois anarchy, his idea of pre-
cisely some sort of spiritual nobility, clergy, or monastic order, toward
some questionable conceptions that were dangerous for the mind.
There is something just as dangerous for the mind as the force being
exerted against it: this is the force being exerted, or that claims it is being
exerted, to protect it, —it is even more dangerous, —for the first oppresses

the mind but leaves it intact,—the second risks corrupting the mind
itself.2%”

Unfortunately, we may never know what Caillois wrote back to Wahl.

But several months later, he appeared to publish a formal repudiation of the
ideal of sects, here linked to Acéphale and the College of Sociology, in “Actu-
alité des sectes” (Topicality of sects) in Lettres frangaises (October 1944), which
became “Preamble to the Spirit of Sects.” Its accompanying study, Ensayo sobre
el espiritu de las sectas (Essay on the spirit of sects; 1945), asked in conclusion:
“Is it possible to imagine a strictly spiritual fraternity? But isn’t that like in-
venting sainthood? And in the end, what could be more opposed to the pride-
ful spirit of sects?” However, Caillois did not likewise reject “castes,” a category
he had long frequented in the works of Dumézil and which he seems to
endorse in “The Nature and Structure of Totalitarian Regimes.” By caste, he
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meant orders similar to the army or the church, namely, “traditional and re-
spected forces. Hence they generally prove to be more passive than turbulent,
concerned to defend recognized privileges rather than taking on daring proj-
ects or working to bring about radical upheavals. The pure spirit of adventure
finds it hard to accept such inertia.”2%8

Caillois’s interest in “spiritual power” during the war may be historically
comparable to the Ecole nationale des cadres de la jeunesse (National school
for youth managers) inspired in part by personalism and set up in the Uriage
Castle (Grenoble) in August 1940.2% This neochivalric elite was engaged in
“the quest for ‘common values’ above and beyond ideological divides,” in the
words of Bernard Comte. Uriage aimed to produce future leaders who would
put “their intellectual capacities and technical expertise at the service of ethical
and civic goals: the Fatherland and the national community, the ‘revolution of
the XXth century’ inspired by Péguy, by linking Christian, Republican and So-
cialist ideals.”21% Yet, unlike Uriage, Caillois did not value nationalism, Ca-
tholicism, or socialism. He cited very different French models in Brazil in 1943,
describing his Parisian years and those institutions where “every belief, every
attitude was respected,” such as the Ecole Normale, the Nouvelle revue francaise,
and, in particular, the secular ’Abbaye de Pontigny (1910-1939), which served
as a meeting ground for many of the most important, progressively minded in-
tellectuals of its day.?!! Pontigny was run by Paul Desjardins (1859-1940), re-
cently described as an “intolerant defender of intellectual tolerance and the
freedom of peoples.”212 “It was in this Abbey,” rather piously declaims the
Brazilian summary of Caillois’s guest lecture, “where the guests were subject
to the discipline of a new monastic order, that Roger Caillois came to know the
most important minds of the century who were peacefully dividing their time
between fruitful meditations and discussions of proposed topics. Probity of
mind, intellectual modesty, a thirst for knowledge, mutual tolerance, honest
analysis—such is what one acquired at the Abbey of Pontigny.”?2!3

* ¥* *

In the immediate aftermath of the war, on his return to Paris, Caillois was not
at home. To Ocampo he listed some “new and pleasant™ names: “Camus, Blin,
Angles, Picon, Devaulx, Druon, etc., but no one pays any attention to them (in
general) and they are drowned in the crowd of those who are following the
vogue of Aragon or of Sartre. I would have liked to found a journal with them.
But how can I bring them together?”2!* He was involved with several journals
(but neither Les Temps modernes nor Critigue.)'5 By the end of the decade, he
was on the editorial board of Gallimard and had started the Croix du Sud se-
ries, which introduced Latin American literature to the French public; his own
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translations of Borges began to appear in 1949.2!¢ His initial efforts to build an
academic career in the social sciences were thwarted by problems gaining a
foothold either in the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRs) or
at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes.?!” (According to Chastel, he unsuc-
cessfully challenged Lévi-Strauss in 1946 for Marcel Mauss’s Chair at Hautes
Etudes—backed by Dumézil.)2!® Although Lucien Febvre did then offer Cail-
lois a position in aesthetic sociology at Hautes Etudes in 1948, he had already
accepted a bureaucratic post at UNESCO, first at the Bureau of Ideas and then
in its Program of Representative Works.?!” Only in 1952 did he establish a
real place for himself as chief editor of UNESCO’s “transdisciplinary” journal
Diogenes 2°

Generally speaking, in the 1940s and early 1950s, Caillois was largely con-
cerned with literature, civilization, and paradox. His Babel: Ongueil, confusion
et ruine de la littérature (Babel: The pride, confusion and ruin of literature;
1948) continued to explore the thesis presented in Puissances du roman that lit-
erature could either destroy or build the polis. However, Caillois now de-
scribed literature as merely one element among many: “In a civilization . . .
everything must uphold everything else: the precept, poem and monument,
garden, festival and virtue.” Here, decadence was not conceived as social
anomie or a loss of collective density but as a lapse of harmonious solidarity
among these disciplines: “And first of all style disappears, which expressed the
unity of the whole.” Caillois’s conclusion to this literary treatise proposed that
the writer should entirely disregard his social surroundings and any chance of
success to focus, instead, on “building some kind of order, instating some form
of communion.” Only then might he obtain, as a reward, “the ultimate grace
of a style,” which would be a miraculous coincidence with the collectivity.?2!
In short, this complex creativity would capture the writer’s ambivalence with
respect to the social order or polis (thereby resolving literature’s pendulum
swing). It would also reflect the fusion of voluntary and involuntary processes.
A contemporary reviewer described this little-read tract as a mode of literary
engagement to “restore a classical order.”222 But in 1971, Caillois called it “Chi-
nese classicism much more than Racinian classicism. . . . It is the Chinese sage
who pursues his task . . . the architect, the painter . . . without worrying about
what either the people, the prince, his friends . . . or even he himself . . .
thinks.” 223

Caillois was now a solitary and provocative figure in the close entourage of
Paulhan. Michel Beaujour has recently written, “It has never been said that
anyone ever learnt how to write or practise criticism through Paulhan’s es-
says.” 224 Yet Caillois wrote to Paulhan in 1947, “I find that [Maurice] Blanchot
imitates your style all too successfully.”25 Indeed, there may well have been
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a muted rivalry in this regard —with radically opposed orientations. The first
version of Les Fleurs de Tarbes had hinted at some transcendent resolution to
the pendulum swing between Terror and Rhetoric or “thought” and “word.”
Rather than seek any such resolution, Blanchot’s “La Littérature et le droit a
la mort” (Literature and the right to death) appeared to heighten this osc-
illation in an existential sense by adding Hegel to Paulhan and thereby replac-
ing “word’/“thought” with “existence’’“nonexistence.” That is, Blanchot de-
scribes how “the reality of words” can stand as “an obstacle,” as the “ephemeral
passage of non-existence” —but also as “a concrete lump, a block of existence.”
Here, such a pendulum swing has become the goal of literary, as opposed to
common, language: “Literature is that language which has made itself ambi-
guity.” 226 On the contrary, Caillois held high a model of linguistic and syntac-
tical accuracy and transparency: “A strict language is a factor of truth, of lib-
erty.”227 (In this respect, he sharply opposed the widespread use of Sartrean
philosophical terms.) Unlike Paulhan, and Blanchot, in other words, Caillois
never sought to cultivate the mysteries or paradoxes inherent in the virtualities
or apprehension of language itself. He nonetheless pursued the model of lit-
erary oscillation between norm and transgression (see “The Image”). In so
doing, he was secking ways for the writer to capture this movement in a para-
doxical form. For example, his remark that “a master-piece . . . is often an
inimitable banality” hints at the combined effect of identity and difference,
of habit and surprise: that is, the combined respect and violation of the
commonplace or cliché.??8

He also entered the polemical fray as a self-proclaimed “paradoxical intel-
lectual,” by which he meant nonconformist.??? Intellectual and linguistic clar-
ity were the norms by which he passed judgment on the Parisian postwar
scene—not undertaking ideological demystification so much as tracking inco-
herence and obfuscation. “The majority of our intellectuals do not wish to give
up anything,” he wrote, because “yesterday, they wanted to be both Freudian
and Marxist, Surrealists and Communists: today they would like to be Exis-
tentialists and Marxists or perfect disciples of Kafka as well as irreproachable
workers of the proletarian revolution. They are not deterred by any acrobacy
or dialectic in order to reconcile what is irreconcilable. Enough is enough.”230
In the heated debates of the puration (purge), Caillois was solidly in step with
Paulhan’s De la Paille et du grain (1947-1948), which invoked the writer’s
“right to error” and decried the censorious strategies of the Comité National
des Ecrivains in the épuration as a mimicry of fascist strategies.?3! (Caillois’s
“Responsabilité des écrivains” [The responsibility of writers; 1943] had already
anticipated and condemned such an appropriation of Nazi “scaffolds” by Hit-
ler’s enemies.) 222 However, unlike Paulhan, Caillois clearly felt that the failings
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of the cNE had little to do with the ineffable nature of language. It was simply
not being used authentically, he wrote; the actors were “partisan and engaged
in a still ongoing struggle.”23* Such an approach informs his analysis of lan-
guage and proverbs in Description du Marxisme (1950; see “Loyola to the Res-
cue of Marx™), a work poised between Jules Monnerot’s Sociologie du commu-
nisme (1949) and Raymond Aron’s L’Opium des intellectuels (1955).

Unlike Bataille, Caillois did not argue that communism—in its mystifica-
tion both of its own people and of the outside world—was somehow more
honest than anticommunism. For Bataille, this was so because he viewed anti-
communism as a false sacred, whereas “for communism, nothing is sacred.”?3*
Thus to condemn a false sacred meant still holding to an ideal of the sacred. In-
deed, Bataille still dreamed of la vraie vie (authentic life): “The world of the sa-
cred is one of communication or contagion, where nothing is separated, where
it takes an effort precisely to counter unlimited fusion.” This definition of the
sacred, which corresponds to Caillois’s “sacred as transgression,” was one that
Bataille never criticized or repudiated in any way. Quite to the contrary, he
never stopped faulting Caillois’s objectivity, and that of French social science
in general, for precluding any quest for the sacred or “the elusive.”235 Of
course, by the time he founded Critigue in 1946, Bataille had renounced much
of his communitarian activism.23¢ The inward turn occurred during the war,
as he himself explained in L’Experience intérieure (1942). And yet, as he wrote
to his close friend Georges Ambrosino in November 1946, he hoped Critique
would “serve as an introduction” to a college based on the principle “whosoever
does not essentinlly make a wasteful use of his time and [ forces] is veducing bimself to
enslavement.” Unlike their prewar activities, he informed Ambrosino, “[the]
organization should not have any perceptible stability: actually, the college
should even be more an absence of a college than a college.”?37 This negativity
reflects Blanchot’s influence on Bataille during and after the war, which taught
the latter how to recast nostalgia for the sacred. In a well-known passage, he
declared, “The man of the present is defined by his avid desire for myth, and if
we add that he is also defined by the consciousness of not being able to achieve
the possibility of creating a real myth, we will have defined a kind of myth that
is the absence of myth.” 238

Caillois, on the other hand, did not share such nostalgia. He did not dream
of communal fusion or apocalyptic festival proper to the regenerative “sacred
as transgression”—that is, the preeminence of the collective over the individual
(see “Paroxysms of Socicty”). But what had become of the sacred after the
war? Some ten years after his return to France, Caillois gradually returned to
social science as editor of Diggenes, bearing the mantle of Montesquieu and the
more contemporary Mauss, whom he held up as a model of scientific inquiry,
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responsibly balancing imaginative risk and constraint to illuminate “some fun-
damental yearnings of human beings, which are obscure, tenacious, inextin-
guishable and, in a sense, recurrent in different guises at the various levels of
civilization” (see “The Great Bridgemaker™).?3 This echo of “generalization”
was also present in Caillois’s manifesto for his new interdisciplinary journal,
which aspired to a kind of generalized comparative ethics: identifying the com-
mon worries, triumphs, and crimes proper to mankind as a whole. Yet, unlike
Caillois’s “militant orthodoxy” of 1936, this “authentic and militant expression
of the scientists united in the International Council of Philosophy and Human
Sciences” was scholarly, focused, and anything but revolutionary.?#

In studies of what he called “contemporary sociology,” to which he had re-
turned by the 1950s, Caillois analyzed the modern “secular religions” associ-
ated with “death, chance, power [Hitler’s charismatic power], and war.” 24! Es-
sentially inspired by the Maussian emphasis on recurrent human “yearnings,”
Caillois did not believe that the emotions linked to the sacred would disappear;
unchanged from the pre- to postwar versions of Man and the Sacred is his dis-
cussion of the vestigial sacred in private experience. With “secular religions,”
Caillois was exploring belief systems that had, in fact, come to exist as collec-
tive phenomena and that were hence “sacred” or “authentically religious” in
the Durkheimian sense; this did not mean that they were not inaccurate, mis-
guided, or instrumentalized. The first essay, “La Représentation de la mort
dans le cinéma américain” (The representation of death in American cinema),
later became the historical panorama “Metamorphoses of Hell,” in which Cail-
lois declared, “I confess that I, for one, would have preferred to see Hell van-
ish simply through the workings of lucidity and justice,” while admitting that
this would never occur. The last essay, “Le Vertige de la guerre” (The vertigo
of war), gave rise to Bellone ou la pente de la guerre (Bellone or the coming of
war; 1963), a historical survey of the mythology of war, which won the Prix
Médicis de la Paix and closed with “Paroxysms of Society.” It is at the heart of
the implicit debate between Bataille and Caillois in these years about war and
modernity. First published as an appendix to the revised and enlarged edition
of Man and the Sacred (1950), it would explore “modern war’s hypertrophy and
its mystique.” Caillois tentatively attributed this compensatory, substitute sa-
cred to the rise of secular market forces, but also to industrialization and the
mechanical —as opposed to organic—solidarity driving huge nation-states.?*?
Most important, I would argue, he envisioned an alternative structure for con-
temporary needs, for “civilization.”

The triadic model Caillois had devised for archaic societies in 1938 placed
the profane as an equilibrium between the “sacred as respect” and its binary
complement, the “sacred as transgression.” Commenting on Huizinga’s Homo
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Iudens in an appendix to the postwar edition of Man and the Sacred, Caillois
proposed a new triadic system, suggesting that only thus could modern socie-
ties resist the rise (or sacralization) of war. He was intent to make a distinction
that Huizinga did not: between the ludic (games and play) and the sacred.
Homo ludens had distinguished both from real—or profane—life as realms
dominated by their own set of rules—or “as if.” But it did not differentiate,
notes Caillois, between the radically different attitudes of the people involved
in the ludic and the sacred. The play/game sphere is one of “creative license,”
of playful transgression; it is an entirely human and formal creation marked by
the freedom of deliberate self-constraint and self-defined norms. In contrast to
this autotelic activity, the sacred overwhelms the individual with “pure con-
tent—an indivisible, ambiguous, fleeting and efficacious power.” Civilization
demands both. The ludic, according to Caillois, is the essence of civilization:
“There is no civilization without play and rules of fair play, without conven-
tions consciously established and freely respected. There is no culture in which
knowing how to win or lose loyally, without reservations, with self-control in
victory, and without rancor in defeat, is not desired. One wants to be a bean
Jouenr [a good loser].” However, as a counterweight to this self-mastery, civi-
lization also requires the sacred: “There is no morality, no mutual confidence,
no respect for others—conditions for any thriving enterprise —if there do not
subsist, above and beyond the individual’s or group’s profit, sacred command-
ments which no one dares debate, and which everybody thinks it is worth
sacrificing their own lives to safeguard, or if necessary, risking the very exis-
tence of the collectivity they belong to.”2#3 In short, this contemporary social
equilibrium would appear to replace the archaic duality of sacred “transgres-
sion” and “respect”; both ludic and sacred attitudes here frame the profane,
instrumental attitudes of work. However, ludic transgression is a fiction or
simulacrum, and the contemporary power of the sacred rests in the individual
conscience and its capacity for absolute commitment rather than the collective
orthodoxy of the ordo rerum. A final, key difference is the lack of oscillation or
transgression with respect to a single axis. Caillois envisions two different, and
freely accepted, norms. (Although this initial discussion posits—as against
Huizinga’s theory—a radical distinction between the sacred and the ludic,
Caillois does nonetheless state that the ludic could have emerged out of sacred
forms of expression; see my introduction to “The Image.”)

The divisions sketched out here may be loosely discerned in Caillois’s own
writings in the 1950s. His journal Diggenes comes closest to outlining some
kind of sacred or “sacred commandments” with its “renewed Humanism” and
the militant comparative ethics mentioned ecarlier. Although Bataille invited
Caillois to participate in Critigue, Caillois felt a journal should not comprise
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merely secondary, “critical texts”—and so he founded Diggenes, with “original
texts” and a resistance to highly specialized studies and jargon.?** On the other
hand, Caillois explored civilized “creative license” or playful transgression in
his numerous writings on play, art, and literature.?*> Under this rubric I would
include the theory of the image (see “The Image”) and, then, the fantastic (see
“Fruitful Ambiguity”). Caillois’s Antholggie du fantastique (1958) posited that
in fairy tales no rules are violated, but in the literary fantastic, rules must be
violated. “Fairy tales take place in a world where enchantment is taken for
granted and magic is the rule,” he wrote, whereas in the fantastic, the super-
natural elements are transgressive, they “disrupt the stability of a world whose
laws were hitherto considered strict and immutable. They constitute the Im-
possible, unexpectedly arising in a world that by definition excludes the Im-
possible.”2#6 Unlike Todorov’s theory of the reader’s “hesitation” with regard
to competing explanations of a startling event, Caillois focuses on the slow
process whereby for the reader, in conclusion, “what is unreasonable best
seems to satisfy the demands of reason, and what is unintelligible those of the
intellect.”2#” While the historical literary fantastic thus transgresses the bound-
ary of death, confirmed by science, Caillois later defined science fiction as a fan-
tastic transgression of the boundary set by the human imagination—that is,
the boundary of the unimaginable. Still closely related to Paulhan’s own analy-
ses, these postwar forms of paradoxical intellectual equilibrium were explicitly
linked to the spirit of play/games: “An almost forgotten witticism of Madame
du Deffand clearly sums up the state of mind typical of lovers of fantastic tales:
‘Do you believe in ghosts?” ‘No, but 'm afraid of them.” Here fear becomes a
pleasure, a delicious game, a kind of wager with the invisible in which the in-
visible—which nobody believes in—does not seem obliged to come and claim
its due. Nonetheless a margin of uncertainty subsists, which the writer’s talent
tries to maintain.” 248

But the creative paradoxes of play and the fantastic challenged more than
Bataille’s nostalgia for “sacred transgression” with a civilized manner of inte-
grating order and disorder, system and rupture. During the cold war, these lu-
dic and aesthetic attitudes also defied what Caillois called “totalitarian” art and
thought; by this he meant the loss of criteria, distinctions, and skepticism and
an ensuing loss of freedom to determinisms of all kinds (mental, social, natu-
ral, and ideological). His Description du marxisme thus explored the “intangible
and adaptable” doctrine that its partisans deemed “invariable and infallible”
(see “Loyola to the Rescue of Marx”).2* In the aesthetic realm, his “Actualité
des Kenningars” (Topicality of the Kenningars; 1955) replayed his youthful at-
tacks on Surrealist automatism in The Necessity of Mind; however, the alterna-
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tive he now proposed was the paradoxical image rather than ideogrammatic
associationism (see “The Image”).?*° This essay challenged Breton’s game un
dans Pautre (one thing inside the other), a postwar version of the group’s cre-
ative riddles, deriving any one thing from any other. Caillois used the term “to-
talitarian correspondences” to describe this infinite analogical extension lack-
ing in clear definition: “Any reality whatsoever can be described on the basis of
any other one and . . . hence, in theory, the powers of the image are bound-
less.” Here, Caillois found “the culmination of the parti pris that [ Paulhan] calls
Tervor.” Shifting from Paulhan’s term, Terror, to his own coinage, “totalitar-
ian,” he was implicitly updating the link between pathologies of expression or
thought and political oppression. In 1957, psychoanalysis was another prime
target: “There is nothing . . . that the doctrine does not explain or that it could
not incorporate.” 5! That same year, he discussed his long essay, L'Incertitude
qui vient des réves (The uncertainty that comes from dreams; 1957) at the Société
Franqaise de Philosophie, explaining that “the dreamer’s consciousness™ is “a
fascinated consciousness,” because “the dream always seems coherent. More-
over, for the dreamer its coherence is infinite, unquestionable. The reason is
simple: dreams prevent consciousness from asking itself the slightest ques-
tion.”?52 His study concludes that he will never be able to know whether he is
dreaming or not, and goes on to say “At the very instant that I am striving to
establish this proposition, if I trust its truth, then I must wonder whether I am
not dreaming.” 253 Jenny cites this as “the collapse of distinctions,” whereas I
would say, on the contrary, that it is a paradoxical state of mind, which reestab-
lishes precisely the intellectual self-consciousness and doubt, hence freedom,
that dreaming denies.?**

By the 1960s and 1970s, Caillois had withdrawn from the political forum,
voicing Montesquieu’s dictum about the gradual, multiply constrained work-
ings of political change: “Politics is a most finely-grained file [une lime sourde],
which wears things down and achieves its aim slowly.”25% Thus in June 1968,
for example, he serenely explained that the students were merely engaged in
age-appropriate behavior, while the “masses were behaving like ‘great, calm
forces,” using the events to improve their well-being in a society that they no
longer rejected.”2%¢ So perhaps the most immediate and approachable kind of
“totalitarianism” for Caillois in these years was the structuralist sciences hu-
maines. In 1975, Alain Peyrefitte privately praised his explicit stand, his “firm
but nuanced reservation with respect to the incorrect use of certain sciences
humaines, which intend to impose an exclusive and truly zotalitarian herme-
neutics upon those who are studying how societies or the psyche function.”257
Peyrefitte was referring to Caillois’s vitriolic welcoming address for Lévi-
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Strauss at the Académie Frangaise the previous year, which was an unusually
(for him) ad hominem attack on every aspect of the latter’s work and career.
Brandishing heavy artillery, Caillois cited Karl Popper’s famous phrase, “A the-
ory that presents itself as a science does so in vain when the very structure of
the system makes it impossible to refute.” And he recalled Popper’s likening of
Marxism and psychoanalysis to astrology rather than to astronomy: “In effect,
such constructs assimilate everything: events and observations. It is only a
matter of ingeniousness. Their ostensible capacity for absorption is infinite and
irremediable. For this reason, they will never be more than para-scientific.”2%8

Yet perhaps Caillois’s hostility to totalitarian thought can also be seen as a
reflection on the theoretical conceits of his youth, repudiating, for example,
the infinitely expansive generalization of “For a Militant Orthodoxy.”?*® In-
deed, his dissection of Lévi-Strauss outlined at length their common intellec-
tual origins in the Surrealist break with the West and Western logic. Already
during their debates of 1954 —1955, Caillois had written, “I admit that I myself
shared the kind of hope that certain ethnographers placed in rituals such as
Vodoo before actually becoming ethnographers.” Highlighting the Surrealist
tenor of the 1930s ethnographic imperative, he claimed, “They hated, but they
didn’t have enough detachment to compare.” Members of this milieu, himself
included, were driven by “the impassioned belief that their civilization [was]
hypocritical, corrupt and repugnant, and that the purity and fullness for which
the need [was] felt must be sought elsewhere, anywhere, and to be safe at the
opposite ends of the geographical and cultural spectrum.”26° Both David Pace
and Lévi-Strauss, in “Diogeéne couché,” deemed this argument to be histori-
cally inaccurate and irrelevant.26! Still, Lévi-Strauss elsewhere recounted that
in 1928, without frequenting the Surrealists at all, he was nonetheless “com-
pletely enthused and seduced” by their movement: “I viewed myself as revolu-
tionary in all fields at that time.”2%% In any event, Caillois’s tirade concluded
with an allusion to his own past, worth citing in extenso:

I was fourteen or fifteen when Roger Gilbert-Lecomte placed the first
works of Lévy-Bruhl in my hands and explained that all of Western logic
was doomed to sterility because it rested on the principle of contradic-
tion: A is A, which could clearly not engender anything. On the contrary,
the logic of participation proper to the primitive mentality allowed for all
hopes. The reasoning struck me as peremptory. At that time, I didn’t
know that logic doesn’t serve to invent but that, on the contrary, it is a
kind of guarantee or assurance that the reasoner takes to prevent facile
reasoning. I didn’t realize that precisely because the logic of participation
is immensely supple it is hence not at all a form of logic and that the prim-
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itive mentality, for that very reason, is a kind of thinking totally lacking in
rigor. But the illusion of Gilbert-Lecomte stems from the same lure as does
the “Hlusion of Saurar” and the dialectic of Lévi-Strauss. 263

If he was thus fending off the structuralist sciences humaines as a form of
false, or astrological, science, Caillois was nonetheless more interesting than an
embittered reactionary responding to the triumphs of Lévi-Strauss. In a kind
of counterattack, one might say, against the Surrealist, or poetic, aspects of
structuralism, he was himself drawing on Surrealism—or the Surrealist legacy
in his own imagination—to theorize a speculative “diagonal science,” followed
by a “gencralized aesthetics and poetics.” By 1959, in the context of Diggenes,
Caillois developed his first model of diagonal science to perpetuate the Mauss-
ian legacy by uniting scientists from different fields into one “fraternal” and
“single perspective.” Charting what he called the “shortcuts of nature” (chemins
de traverse), diagonal science proposed an open series of new classifications
based on creative, interdisciplinary taxonomies. In his first manifesto, he
sharply opposed diagonal science to any aesthetic practice. Distinguishing the
painter or poet from the scientist, he wrote, “For the scientist the real task in-
volves . . . determining the hidden correspondences—invisible and unimagin-
able to the profane.” He then strongly inveighed against “deceptive analogy”
and “pure and simple metaphor,” which only reflect the world of appear-
ances— or what seems “evident, logical, and probable.”2%* In this respect, he
fully adhered to Bachelard’s distinction between the hidden resemblances of
science and the perceptible, or apparent, likenesses of metaphor and traditional
reason (in particular, see Bachelard’s La Philosophie du non, 194.0).25

Yet, as Jenny notes in one of his insightful essays on Caillois’s work, “It re-
sponds to science’s rejection of appearances by vigorously reintegrating ap-
pearances into the scientific realm.”2% This may well have been true in the
1930s. Furthermore, when Caillois presented a second manifesto of diagonal
science in 1970, it was to include analogies and correspondences available to
poets and painters: in short, to the subjective, nonscientific imagination (see
“A New Plea for Diagonal Science™). This theoretical agenda aimed for an end-
less plurality of cross-sections, with none claiming full, that is total, system-
atic value: partial generalizations, one might say. Focusing on dissymmetry,
Caillois implicitly took to task structuralism’s binding but supple binary op-
positions, and reconsidering comparative categories disgarded by scientific
progress, he dismissed utilitarian (Darwinian) models as he had in the 1930s,
to favor universal motivations such as “abundance, play, svresse, even aesthetics,
or at least the need for ornament and decoration.” What I would underscore,
however, and as this essay’s conclusion makes clear, nonutilitarian diagonal sci-
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ence was specifically defined as imaginative forays calling for rigorous verifica-
tion, thereby leaving unscathed scientific practice itself—unlike the implica-
tions of “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia” (1935).

In 1978, Caillois would call poetry the “science of feelings and sensations,”
as distinct from the real science of “measurable phenomena.”2¢” The conjec-
tural scope of diagonal science would hence be largely poetic. Here, we must
note that since the initial diagonal science, the following conceptual develop-
ments had marked his thinking about the literary and aesthetic imagination. In
1954, Caillois’s Poétique de Saint-John Perse had described a form of poetic gen-
eralization: “The poet calls upon the world’s totality to establish fragile and
tenuous homologies in the infinite variety of available phenomena. The hidden
raison d’étre slowly appears, as the accumulating data increasingly betray and in
the end bring to light the latent, middle term explaining the prodigious coali-
tion.” 268 Yet Caillois’s theoretical view of poetry as a complementary science
took shape only in 1968, with his important essay “Places et limites de la poésie
jusqu’a, selon et depuis Baudelaire” (Places and limits of poetry until, accord-
ing to, and since Baudelaire), where he defined it in the wake of this poet as a
science of the “perceptible word,” one that reflected a “common ground of the
imagination.” “The proper practice of poetic faculties,” he wrote, “parallels the
effort of scientific invention. It brings the same kinds of #vresses and illumina-
tions, although these are always linked to a personal and transient experience.
They could potentially be generalized but [for now] stand suspended and
daring, lively and fluid, quivering and furtive, pure wagers of the imagination,
which is training itself to achieve greater acuity and justesse [accuracy]. The
poet is the scientist of appearances, of all those elusive and flighty things he
must catch in the traps of language, since he is convinced that these, too, form
a secret cloth with an ever-present weave.” Redeeming the image from its Sur-
realist usage, as the proper tool of poetry, Caillois here indifferently called it an
analogy, homology, metaphor, correspondence, or sign. It had become “the
bridge drawn between two things that science, by vocation, must study inde-
pendently, and certainly not in terms of their possible similarities—which it
could only view as misleading appearances.”?¢? As if to further confirm the rift
between poetry and science, he implicitly revised the earlier claim that the
“homologies” of Saint-John Perse would slowly and inevitably reveal their
“hidden raison d’étre.” By 1968, Caillois now voiced the more modest sugges-
tion that the analogies of poetic science —virtually generalizable, as it were—
harbored the mere potential for revelation.

Still subscribing to Surrealism’s faith in the “world’s unitary nature,” Cail-
lois qualified this apprehension of a finite cosmos with three key conceptual
models.?”® In 1964, he presented a worldview derived from Borges, in essence
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positing man’s epistemological limitations because he could never fully per-
ceive the inevitable structure of circular time but only its “projections in the
realms of space and causality: the labyrinth and recurrent creation.”?”! Second,
he turned to the Mendeleyevian combinatorial chart of the elements, which he
described as the scientific counterpart to his own inquiry into the myriad
permutations of the perceptible world. Finally, he developed the category of
the “natural fantastic” to characterize his new “poetic generalizations” or cor-
respondences (see “The Natural Fantastic”). “What I term the ‘accurate imayg-
ination’ [Pimagination juste],” Caillois declared in 1974,

means writing nothing that is not guaranteed by some kind of reality. . . .
That is why my conception of the fantastic—what I call the fantastic in
nature—1is linked to poetry, which is the art of expressing and the science
of perceiving the numerous relationships that elude quantitative analysis.
The core of my thought is that since the world is finite, things necessarily
recur, tally with each other, and overlap. And that is what allows for po-
etry, which is the science of the redundancies . . . in the universe; it is
the science of these supercharged, and hence privileged, points and mo-
ments. . . . It is possible because the elements making up the world are
finite in number and thus necessarily signal to one another [se font des
signes|, that is respond to one other. This view is close to Baudelaire’s “cor-
respondences,” the difference being that I base myself less on Paracelsus
than on Mendeleyev. . . . But it must be a surprising, scandalous justesse;
one that is not merely a matter of course, that is useless. In this respect,
I remain surrealist.?72

The final phase of Caillois’s generalization was increasingly Surrealist in this
last sense. Generalization had been a tool of scientific mastery for him in the
1930s. But he would use the term almost parodically, or “pataphysically,” with
his “generalized aesthetics” of 1962 and then with his late “generalized poetics”
in 1978. Esthetique genévalisée (1062) emerged in tandem with his shift from the
first, scientific diagonal sciences to the poetic and subjective version, as he was
musing on the natural beauty of butterfly wings in Méduse et Cie (1960) and on
stones in “Les Traces” (1961): “I call 272 that beauty which is deliberately pro-
duced by man, and aesthetic the appreciation of all beauty, that deriving from
art as well as that which is accidentally encountered in the universe.”?”* By
1978, Caillois thus illustrated his generalized poetics with Le Champ des signes:
récurrences dérobées (The field of signs/ The swan-song: Hidden recurrences), in
which the writer features as merely one instance of a natural phenomenon:
“Doesn’t the drift of my reverie also belong to the general syntax that I am
seeking to decipher?”27* Such “syntax” predates images and language alto-
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gether: “In my opinion, it would diminish poetry to view it as a luxury or fan-
tasy of the human species alone.”2”* These final works proposed increasingly
bold analogies, such as an anticipation of algebra in the designs of certain
stones. Ever more bounded, though, by their epistemological constraints and
brackets, Caillois’s reveries sought not to subvert science but merely to incite
the scientific imagination. This stance could recall the following words of Paul
Ricoeur: “Poetry preserves, for science itself, an idea of truth according to
which what is manifested is not at our disposal, is not manipulable, but re-
mains a surprise, a gift.” 276

If diagonal science and generalized aesthetics and poetics fulfilled the Bau-
delairean aims Caillois had set out for poetry as a complement to real science,
he was also providing a corrective to Surrealism itself, which he currently re-
proached for having betrayed its poetic aims, as a form of “astrological” poetry
(see “Surrealism as a World of Signs”). Paul de Man has written about Mal-
larmé that “he inclined toward Hegel rather than toward Eliphas Lévi,” in the
sense of rejecting an “astrological” solution to the “specifically ‘romantic® ex-
perience” of “poetic nothingness . . . Hegel’s ‘unhappy consciousness.’”27”
When Caillois now evokes his own “pursuit of surreality . . . (like an asymp-
tote, I’'m afraid, a curve drawing near without ever reaching),” he rejects
Eliphas Lévi to opt not for nothingness, or Hegel, but for a full finitude that
can never be reached. In a poetic appropriation of Popper, one might say, his
late lyrical prose uses astrology scientifically, namely, as skeptical thought that
makes clear its epistemological limitations and openness to revision—thus im-
plicitly repudiating not only Surrealism but his own youthful efforts to make
the Surrealist image scientific.”®

But again, where had the sacred gone at this late date, when Caillois’s writ-
ings thus turned on the dichotomy of poetry and science? Could this “recur-
rent yearning of mankind” have completely vanished from his own mind? On
the one hand, it seems as if the progressive abstraction of his thought ulti-
mately transmuted the sacred into secular, formal concepts unrelated to any
kind of individual or collective experience of this phenomenon. Note how the
prewar “sacred as transgression” inheres in the static paradox of the image,
with its element of surprise; which is followed by the postwar “spirit of play”
and the poetics of the fantastic; which cedes, in turn, to the formal designs of
the natural fantastic. In 1972, Caillois’s theory of universal dissymmetry would
then formalize the fantastic in terms he finally applied to his analytical tool,
analogy itself: “I am convinced today that the poetic image is, in its own way,
a kind of dissymmetry.”2”? On the other hand, his treatment of such forms is
not “dehumanized” in the sense Ortega y Gasset gave to the term after Mal-
larmé.28 To render Caillois’s writing coherent in its own terms, I would recall,
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while reading these late prose writings, his early theory of the modern sacred
as an absolute devotion that is private, interiorized, often secretive—and that
can nonetheless give rise to community.

In this regard, Caillois’ late pattern-seeking in the cosmos should perhaps
be read against the backdrop of poststructuralism, as a counterpart to the “de-
humanized” free play of the poststructuralist signifier. Le Fleuve Alphée and Le
Champ des signes forge a mode of différance, a mimetic attentiveness to stones
that does not seek to decode, unmask, or reveal but merely to translate the
stones’s appearance, “to obtain a form of verbal tracing.” Yet this is a perfor-
mative simulacrum because as Caillois says, it involves a brief gesture or “act of
allegiance” —one complicated by the fact that with such interactions, the lyri-
cal I achieves a level of self-deception rivaling the paradoxical ambiguity of
Loyola’s maxim (see “Loyola to the Rescue of Marx™) or the spirit of play, as
he is here both “duped and a willing player.”28! Perhaps we may then better
grasp Starobinski’s remark that “contrary to Romantic melancholy, which trig-
gers irony and rupture, —it is at the moment of veturn, of restored presence . . .
that a melancholy outpour occurs in Roger Caillois’s writing.” 282 Just as intri-
cate as this gesture toward the mineral realm is the address Caillois twice prof-
fered to his readers in 1978: “I only speak in my own name, but as if everyone
were expressing themselves in my verse as much as I do myself. I am address-
ing an invisible interlocutor, but in such a way that everyone can have the illu-
sion that my verses address him alone, or at least him first and foremost. They
are confided secrets, but impersonal ones; they have neither a source nor an ad-
dressee. They are messages from one hidden ghost to anonymous ghosts.” 283
In this final version of Caillois’s elective elite, secret cohesion involves not
the prereflective recognition of masters (as in “The Winter Wind”), nor some
common literary faith (as in Puissances du roman), nor shared humanist ortho-
doxy (as in Diggenes). Rather, it calls on us to partake in a public game of lyri-
cal intimacy— hypocrite lecteur. The reward might be that such intersections of
objectivity and subjectivity could reveal something both obvious and yet sur-
prising about our relation to literature, or about the emotion of analogy.
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Introduction to “Testimony (Paul Eluard)”

In 1973, Caillois warned his audience that this evocation of his friendship with
the poet Paul Eluard, and of his own experiences in the Surrealist movement,
was inchoate at best. Yet such retrospection offers a lively roster of Caillois’s
aims and doubts with respect to Surrealism, which are interesting to compare
with those voiced forty years earlier, in his “Letter to André Breton.”

As recounted in “Testimony (Paul Eluard),” the young Caillois was de-
terred by the ambiguities of Surrealist politics. A full-fledged member from
1932 tO 1934, he witnessed at close hand the difficult relations between the Sur-
realists and the French Communist Party (from which they were formally ex-
pelled in 1933); he also took part in the early stages of the antifascist intellectual
mobilization of the Surrealists within the communist-led Association des
Ecrivains et Artistes Révolutionnaires (AEAR) and, subsequently, the Comité
de Vigilance des Intellectuels Anti-Fascistes, founded in March 1934 to align
communists and noncommunists alike.

In aesthetic terms, Caillois was bitterly disappointed that the experimental
strategies of Surrealism, such as the practice of automatic writing, were more
“literary” and less “scientific” than he had hoped. Although he was enthralled
at first by Surrealist games purporting to explore the mechanisms of the imag-
ination, he soon decided that these were deceptive social events in which
the participants simply mimicked the common language of the group. He re-
marked in 1971 that this shortcoming had not escaped Breton’s attention.?
Moreover, “Testimony (Paul Eluard)” underscores the fact that Eluard’s “ten-
tative poetry,” by deliberately feeling its way along, explicitly denied the prin-
ciples of automatized composition.

This essay conveys the impassioned and ascetic intransigence of Caillois’s
youth, which was colored early on by the Romantic cult of Saint-Just. A few
years later, the essays he published under the aegis of Surrealism (such as
“The Praying Mantis™) or right after his break with Breton (such as “Mimicry
and Legendary Psychasthenia”), maintain a tone of almost exasperating sci-
entific impersonality, even though these investigations, inspired by Freud and
Pierre Janet, place emotion and obsession at their core. But “Testimony (Paul
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Eluard)” also reveals Caillois’s sense of humor and irony, which would become
all the more pronounced in his later years, especially when evoking his avant-
garde allegiances of the 1930s.

TESTIMONY (PAUL ELUARD)

The author would like to stress that the following text was originally performed as an
improvised speech, without any help from notes or chronological documents. We hope
that the reader will take it as such and respond to the artless spontaneity of someone
relying upon the good faith of this audience.

During yesterday’s meeting I noticed that some of you, especially the scholars,
were rather puzzled by the chronology of events between 1932 and 1935. I have
tried to reconstruct this. My first intention was to speak of Eluard during the
period when I knew him, that is, from 1931 until his death. However, after the
war I frequented him less; we didn’t meet almost daily as we had between 1932
and 193s. That was the period when political questions first began to present
themselves, and in a very flexible and fluctuating way. In other words, people
were taking positions that were being constantly reshuffled. And so I’'ve tried
to recreate this chronology —but without success. The recollections you’ll be
hearing are hence incomplete—not only piecemeal but also unconfirmed. I
would be the first to urge you to check them before using them.

We must also remember to describe the witness. At that time I was a very
young man . . . taking preparatory classes for the Ecole Normale Supérieure. I
was naive, doctrinaire, uncompromising, and rather aggressive.

I was born in Reims. I was a friend (at first, simply a neighbor on the same
street) of several young men a few years older than myself: Vailland, Roger
Gilbert-Lecomte, and Daumal. They were the ones who made me read Rim-
baud and Lautréamont and drew my attention to Eluard. At the time, I’d read
only one book by Eluard, La Capitale de la douleur, which I’d actually found
rather disconcerting.

While a student at the lycée Louis-le-Grand, I was asked what kind of liter-
ature I liked for a survey by the newspaper, L’Intransigeant. I replied: “Roman-
ticism, and the contemporary equivalent of Romanticism, namely Surrealism.”

André Breton wrote me a note asking me to come see him; I did so, very
excited, just at the time of the Aragon affair. Aragon had recently converted to
communism and was returning from Russia. He had written a poem for which
he had been greatly criticized. Certain lines had been interpreted as an incite-
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ment to commit murder. Breton had then put out a pamphlet demanding the
dismissal of the “charges” against Aragon. Naturally, I signed this manifesto,
which explained that poetry was not a serious matter. I remember that a few
people (Bergery among them!) protested at this point, arguing that if poetry
was to be taken only symbolically and figuratively, then perhaps it did not have
the importance Surrealism claimed to ascribe to it.

What has been reported in books does not adequately convey the atmo-
sphere surrounding those events. True, there is André Thirion’s recent book
[Révolutionnaires sans révolution; 1972], but I find that Thirion, whom I knew
in those days, is very sketchy about the period. In addition, there are biased ac-
counts that distort the facts, or at least make them too systematic.

So this was right after the break with Aragon. And yet, the group was not
so much concerned with politics as with something entirely new: the arrival of
Dali, and especially the emphasis on what he called paranoid-critical activity.

The important thing here was not the word paranoia (Breton and Eluard
had already published their Immaculate Conception, with simulations of patho-
logical deliria); it was the word critical. This was something quite new for the
group, this idea that the simulation of delirious psychotic mechanisms could
occur together with their critical examination and present itself as a method.
For Paul Eluard—as we’re speaking of him—the situation was doubly awk-
ward. First, there was his personal relationship with Dali. His wife, Gala had
left him and married Dali. Eluard was living with Nush. He loved her, and I
may, perhaps, have a chance to describe how delicately he treated her. He was
then suffering from tuberculosis and spent part of the year in sanatoria. And
yet, if Nush dropped her glove or a piece of paper, he would rush to pick it
up—even though he knew he wasn’t supposed to make sudden moves. Still,
despite his constant attentiveness to Nush, I always had the feeling that the
memory of Gala (and not just her memory, for she was there in person) con-
tinued to fascinate him.

I found many things shocking in Surrealism, and when I withdrew from the
movement after bearing with it for three years, it wasn’t because I found it too
strict, but because I thought it too indulgent. For example, I was surprised to
discover that Eluard was not the poet’s real name. I thought it unworthy of a
poet (especially a Surrealist poet, theoretically opposed to all forms of conven-
tion and vanity) to choose a name that wasn’t his own. His poem on the
Gertrude Hoffmann girls shocked me too, not its contents but the title [“Les

1. [Gaston Bergery (1892-1974) was a nonconformist of the 30s. A deputy of the Radical
Socialist Party (1928-1934) and then the “Frontiste” Party (1936-1942), which he founded
with Jacques Izard, he also edited the party’s journal, La Fléche (1935-1939). —Ed.]
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Gertrude Hoffmann Girls”; 1926]; this did not impress me as a suitable topic
for poetry but rather for reprehensible levity. I must say that I was then earn-
estly cultivating chastity and reserve. I did so not through inclination or mor-
ality but in order to imitate, I thought, my favorite hero, Saint-Just, about
whom I’d written my first article when I was fifteen. This attitude irritated
Eluard, who often reproached me in a friendly way for being more interested
in ideas than in young women. But he could see that my case was hopeless.
Perhaps he could also discern the affectation that entered into this naive em-
bodiment of the theorist, the “incorruptible” doctrinarian. When he wrote me
postcards, he would often send me scantily clad girls. In my opinion, this was
not entirely innocent.

Something else offended me. I had joined the Surrealist group believing in
automatic writing, and then I realized that no one practiced it. Especially not
Eluard, who openly disregarded it. Not only did he disregard it, but he was in
the habit—and I found Supervielle did the same — of writing what I’ll call zen-
tative poetry. By that I mean, he would try out every single line on his friends.
He would ask their opinion: “What do you think? Is it okay? Wouldn’t it be
better this way?” In point of fact, he would decide himself, and would do so
alone. But what was characteristic (and it seemed to me the very opposite of
automatic writing) was his constant care to grope his way along slowly and
quite visibly.

I would often go to see him. I also used to meet him at the café Cyrano, on
the Place Blanche, together with all the other members of the Surrealist group.
They had their mandatory rituals. Whenever a woman arrived, Breton would
get up and kiss her hand. Even the color of the drinks was ritualized: in winter
it was tangerine-curagao and in summer, pernod. To change color was almost
a sign of opposition, as Monnerot pointed out to me.

It was at this point that I published my article on the praying mantis, first
in Minotaure, which was practically a Surrealist review, and then in Mesures. 1
felt I’d rather inspired the habit of breeding praying mantises, which Breton
and Eluard took to doing at Castellane.

There were also the postcards. This was when Eluard published part of his
collection in Minotaure. Above all, there were the Surrealist games, which were
the real cause of my break with Surrealism. There were questionnaires (irra-
tional, of course) to which, in my naiveté, I ascribed some scientific intention.
We were supposed to react as quickly as possible. Many of these questions and
answers were published in numbers 5 and 6 of Le Surréalisme au service de ln
révolution. Thus the project’s literary nature, in the worst sense of the word (in-
deed, its exclusively literary nature), is there for everyone to see.
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This is what made me bristle, allowing me to see that my adherence to Sur-
realism was basically a misunderstanding. I had imagined that Surrealism was
the end of literature but, in trying it out, I realized that it was an avatar of lit-
erature. The games revealed this to me, because the answers were almost al-
ways (not to say always) Surrealist clichés.

As for relations with revolutionary parties, I've already mentioned them
with regard to Aragon’s poem. Breton had defended it rather clumsily because
his defense of Aragon essentially amounted to saying that because Aragon’s
text was poetic, it should not be taken seriously. Aragon rejected this defense
(justifiably, in my view) and disowned Breton.

As a whole, the group joined the AEAR (Association des Ecrivains et Artistes
Révolutionnaires). Breton carried things quite far at that point. There was
a short-story competition for the worker-members. Breton was not only a
member of the jury but also its formal spokesman. Upon reading these stor-
ies, which dismayed him, he took pains to discern their merits while express-
ing major reservations that could not deceive informed listeners. After that,
the only Communist Party leader who approved of Breton was Gabriel Péri.
Vaillant-Couturier was more of a writer and, at the same time, more political;
it was thanks to him that the AEAR had been opened up. Breton here had a de-
termined enemy, Fréville, the literary critic for ’Humanité, and Fréville won
the battle. There was a memorable meeting of the AEAR. (I evoke this only for
its atmosphere, because neither Eluard nor Aragon were there: Aragon never
attended a single session of the Association while Breton was there.) Fréville
delivered a real prosecution address against the Surrealist group. I am specify-
ing this because the meeting took place behind closed doors and I don’t think
there was ever any record of it. First of all, Fréville attacked Breton on account
of the Vases communicants. His argument went pretty much like this: “Com-
rade, do you admit that on page 24 of your book, you praise Lenin?” “Yes,” re-
plied Breton. “And that on page 18, you approve of the Marquis de Sade?”?
“Yes,” said Breton again. “Well, I rest my case: in my opinion, a book that puts
Lenin on the same level as the Marquis de Sade is objectively counterrevolu-
tionary.” This was and still is a formidable turn of phrase.

Then Fréville spoke of Dali. Dali was attacked in far greater detail. He had
painted Lenin with an inordinately long head resting on the kind of wooden
fork used to prop up heavy branches. This was deemed sacrilegious. He had
also painted six hallucinatory images of Lenin on a grand piano. He had sold
a painting to a countess, who was said to be a niece of the Pope. And so on.

2. P’m guessing at the page numbers, of course; it’s the principle that matters.
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Above all, Dali had published an crotic dream in the sixth issue of Le Sur-
réalisme an service de la vévolution, in which he was masturbating with a roll of
bread! This, apparently, was totally unacceptable. There was also (and this was
one of the main items in Fréville’s indictment) the hostile review of a Soviet
film, The Way of Life (if I remember correctly) that demonstrated how hooli-
gans were rehabilitated in the U.S.S.R. The article was signed by Ferdinand
Alquié, and essentially concluded that the young delinquents were nonetheless
preferable to the informers. This went too far. Fréville called on Breton to re-
pudiate Dali and Alquié. Breton refused. The meeting ended in turmoil, but
without resolutions to expel anyone.

At this very moment, the Reichstag was burned down and the Nazis came
to power. I think that the gravity of the new situation was what changed Bre-
ton’s attitude toward Dali. The AEAR published a newspaper page in black and
red print, with a bloody swastika. To draft it, Vaillant-Couturier was selected
from the majority group, and I myself from the Surrealist faction. This mani-
festo stated the AEAR’s faith in the German proletariat. So then Dali became
very angry and said he wouldn’t sign a text like that, which he considered com-
pletely idiotic; that for his part, he would never have the slightest confidence
in a proletariat that hadn’t even been able to manage a “truly refined” and “truly
subtle” general strike. This took place at Breton’s home. I don’t remember if it
was before or after the publication of the page in question, but I remember
Dali’s adjectives. After this explosion, the people present seriously considered
ousting Dali. To convey the mood of these quarrels, before coming here I un-
earthed the prex [pneumatic letter] I received from Breton and Péret. Note the
date, February 2, 1934; that is, four days before the demonstrations of Feb-
ruary 6:

Dear friend, we are absolutely counting on your presence at the meeting
to be held on Monday, February s, at 9 o’clock sharp, at Breton’s resi-
dence, 42 rue Fontaine. Agenda: Dali having several times committed
counterrevolutionary acts tending to glorify Hitlerian fascism, we the
undersigned propose to expel him from Surrealism as a fascist element,
this despite his declaration of January 25, 1934, and to oppose him in
every possible way. Given that Yoyotte supports Dali in this confusional
propaganda, which is disruptive to Surrealism’s revolutionary ideology,
we the undersigned propose to exclude him until he is able to keep his
opinions to himself.

Paris, February 2, 1934. Signed: Breton, Max Ernst, Tanguy . . .

In the event that it is absolutely impossible for you to attend this meet-
ing, please send us your vote, or convey it by proxy, with a written au-
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thorization for a person present. In addition to those signing the above
motion, and those in question (Dali and Yoyotte), we also summon Cail-
lois, Char, and Maurice Henry.

Crevel, Eluard, Giacometti, and Tzara, being out of town, are re-
quested to send in their decision by mail.

I went to the meeting. Dali was there. He literally went down on his knees
in front of Breton, asking for a reprieve that was not granted, and he was ex-
pelled. I am certain that for Eluard, who did not attend this meeting for he was
still in a sanatorium in Davos, this business was very distressing, because he al-
ways protected Dali. He did more than simply humor him, he defended him.
Then came February 123: we all went to the demonstration, and were carted
off in police vans or pushed back into the Metro exits. Poor Tanguy had sev-
eral teeth broken in the scuffle.

Shortly thereafter, I left the AEAR at the same time as Crevel, I believe; then
Char, then Breton, and the rest of the group, who could all see the situation
was impossible after Fréville’s indictment. That December, for reasons unre-
lated to the preceding break, I quit the Surrealist group too. I didn’t see Bre-
ton again until the war, when I got back in touch with him. I continued to
see Eluard, Crevel, and Char. One fine day (this was, after all, a small world) I
bumped into Aragon and Tzara. Together we founded the journal Inguisitions,
with Monnerot as the fourth member. It had only one issue, because our po-
sitions were ultimately incompatible. I continued to see Eluard until my de-
parture for Argentina, and then again after my return. In 1947-1948, I was
busy with a journal founded by a Uruguayan woman, Susana Soca, called La
Licorne. Eluard published there some poems about Nush. The journal had al-
ready gone to print when Nush died. He asked us to cross out his name and
réplacc it with a pseudonym, Didier Desroches. In the issue containing these
poems, the name Paul Eluard is illegible. It’s covered over by a large stroke of
mourning. Here is the last recollection of a somewhat personal nature that I
can bring you of Paul Eluard. '

3. [Fascist riots on February 6, 1934 triggered counterdemonstrations on February 12,
which marked the historic rise of the Front Populaire. —Ed).
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Introduction to “The Praying Mantis”

Caillois reworked and expanded his study of the praying mantis several times
between 1934 and 1937, even lecturing on the topic to the College of Sociol-
ogy.! The sexual power relations that he illustrates here, anchored in a biolog-
ical substratum, will shape his discussions throughout the decade. In a way,
this rather misogynist image became his trademark. It may echo, in automa-
tized terms, what he calls Baudelaire’s “sinister view” of “physical love™: “an
embrace inevitably involves a victim and an executioner, one who retains con-
sciousness, stays alert and observes.”? Moreover, we should recall that he was
addressing (and secking to systematize) a sexual emblem of the femme fatale,
or of love and death that greatly compelled his immediate milieu: Breton,
Eluard, and Dali.? To the extent that Surrealism involved some kind of scien-
tific research, the praying mantis could well stand as one symbol of its prime
mystery or object of study. Wrote Breton: “Despite the ways in which Sade
and Freud, most memorably, have plumbed the depths of sexuality in the mod-
ern period, the latter still defies our wish to penetrate the world with its un-
shatterable core of night.”*

Caillois tackles this problem through the praying mantis, which has an “ob-
jective capacity to act directly upon the emotions,” given its “objective lyrical
value.”S He offers a long list of its varied effects on the human imagination:
from classical Antiquity to the present (including the Surrealist milieu) and in
a vast array of different societies. Why is this so? Caillois points to the insect’s
anthropomorphic aspect, which compels any human viewer. More important,
the cannibalistic nuptial habits of the mantis express the interplay of love
and death, or eros and thanatos, that Freud had most recently outlined in Be-
yond the Pleasure Principle. Our “ambivalent premonition of encountering one
within the other,” according to Caillois, cannot leave us unmoved by an insect
that is endowed with additional bizarre attributes of death: movement after
decapitation and a mimetic shift to a less vital natural state (which he later ex-
plores in “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia”). In short, mythography
and psychoanalysis should seek their origins in “comparative biology.” The
praying mantis does not affect us because mankind is subject to “castration

“La Mante religieuse,” Minotaure 5 (1934): 23—26.



anxiety”; rather, men suffer this unconscious complex because they are afraid
of being eaten. Yet, while seeking thus to make Surrealism more scientific,
Caillois radically undermines science by describing a very dangerous object—
one that transgresses its boundaries. We read that scientists lose “their profes-
sional dryness” and “scientific detachment” when inspecting the praying man-
tis. And although he himself does not indulge in emotional display, he outlines
the limits of reason transgressed by the insect’s fantastic behavior in a “decap-
itated state”: “I am deliberately expressing myself in a roundabout way as it is
so difficult, I think, both for language to express and for the mind to compre-
hend that the mantis, when dead, should be capable of simulating death.” “The
Praying Mantis” emerged from L’Esprit des bétes, zoologie passionnelle (1853),
written by a Fourierist, A. Toussenel. In 1971 Caillois recalled being struck by
a “delirious” chapter on bats, which led him to think of the winged nocturnal
creature as “a kind of privileged basis for the image, for the imagination, and
hence, for poetry.”® ’

With The Necessity of Mind, Caillois sought to reform Surrealism by creating
a form of “poetry that renounces the use of its artistic privileges in order to
present itself as a science.”” Although the First Manifesto had outlined the
arbitrariness of the Surrealist “image,” six years later their Second Manifesto
(1930) sought to synthesize Rimbaud and Marx. Their recent “will to objec-
tify” led them from automatic writing to a more purposive grasp of reverie,
dreams, and hallucinations.® Thus, Dali’s «
ileged place of hysteria, attempting to create “a coherent method of knowl-

critical paranoia” took over the priv-

edge and creative interpretation of reality,” according to Elisabeth Roudi-
nesco; this controlled visual delirium, actively reshaping the world through
desire, writes Maurice Nadeau, was a “perfect and coherent systematization, a
means of achieving an all-powerful state.”® The Necessity of Mind cites critical
paranoia as the closest comparable theory in the Surrealist camp. However,
Caillois felt that the images produced by critical paranoia lacked objective
grounding, as they sought to replace the real world and were arbitrary and sub-
jective. With the ideogrammatic image, on the contrary, he aimed for “ab-
solute objectivity.”!°

The “lyrical overdetermination” he postulates in The Necessity of Mind was
loosely derived from the psychological associationism proper to the psychiatric
category of psychasthenia, coined by Pierre Janet, whose studies of uncon-
scious automatism were well known in Surrealist circles. Caillois focused on
Les Névroses (1909), which explained, “Psychasthenia is a form of mental de-
pression characterized by a drop in psychological tension, by the lessening of
those functions which enable one to act upon reality and perceive the real;
these are replaced by inferior and exaggerated operations in the form of doubts,
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agitations, anxieties and obsessive ideas expressing the aforementioned prob-
lems, and which themselves present the same features.” Janet’s new patholog-
ical state, “psycholepsy” or “drop in mental energy,” was heir to fin de si¢cle
neurasthenia and forebear to Freud’s obsessional neurosis.!! Combining psy-
chasthenia with the “overdetermination” of Freudian dreamwork, Caillois ar-
gued that certain representations crystallized through networks of overdeter-
mined psychological associations into deggrams, or objective ideggrams.*? And
he endowed them with a metaphysical scope. That is, objective ideograms,
such as the praying mantis, revealed the “systematic overdetermination of the
universe”—or rather, of a universal, psychasthenic imagination.!® “Mimicry
and Legendary Psychasthenia” shows at length that, unlike critical paranoia,
psychasthenic obsessions fulfill neither desire nor a quest for power.

Caillois’s fascination with the death instinct in “The Praying Mantis” stems
from Le Grand Jeu and will draw him to Bataille in the following years. And it
is what sets him apart from André Gide, whose Corydon (1924) also collapsed
human and insect behavior in the wake of Bergson and Remy de Gourmont.
Here, the narrator chats with Corydon, who seeks at one point to prove the
natural status of homosexuality. Without fully breaking with Darwin, Cory-
don first highlights “the relatively constant overabundance of the male element
in nature.” He draws on de Gourmont, Bergson, and a certain Perrier, who
proclaimed that “the feminine gender is . . . in some sense that of physiological re-
serves; the masculine gender, that of luxurious but unproductive expenditure.” For
Corydon, such natural male “excess” compensates for “a certain indecisiveness
in the sexual instinct,” which is oriented toward volupté (sensual pleasure)
rather than procreation. Hence, “the male [is] a creature of ostentatious dis-
play, song, art, sport, or intelligence— of jex [play].” He thus enthuses:

— ... Oh Nature! For such an inconceivable victory over unorganized
matter, over death, you are allowed to be lavishly prodigal indeed! No
doubt this hardly entails any “ill-considered expenditure,” no, for so
much waste is not too high a price for your triumph. . ..

—“Waste.” You said it.

—Yes, waste, from the viewpoint of utilitarian finality. But it is on such
waste that art, thought and /e jex will be able to flower.

In short, Corydon finds cultural purposiveness in biological waste. But sud-
denly, the praying mantis stands out as a thorny counterexample, as one of the
rare cases where “homosexual tastes” might be lacking in an animal species.
Gide’s narrator helpfully suggests that the female mantises’ “extravagant con-
sumption” of males shows that the sexual instinct is “overshooting its mark,”
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that with the mantis veligiosa, excessive expenditure is female (although the
possible cultural value of such a phenomenon is left unclear).*

Caillois’s “Praying Mantis” does not address the issue of finality, utilitarian
or otherwise. It is only the following year, after his break with Breton, that he
delves, as does Corydon, into the riddle of biological behavior. The insects of
“Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia” here provide the biological ground
for an anti-Darwinian, nonutilitarian, universal instinct d’abandon (instinct of
letting go). Important in this respect, most likely, was “The Notion of Expen-
diture” by Caillois’s new acquaintance, Bataille. Any comparison with Corydon
would have to consider the contrast between Bataille’s sacrificial (heterosexual)
“expenditure” and Gide’s ludic (homosexual) “waste.”

THE PRAYING MANTIS:
FROM BIOLOGY TO PSYCHOANALYSIS

Certain objects and images are endowed with a comparatively high degree of
lyrical force because their form or content is especially significant. This force
affects many, if not all, people, and so it seems to be, in essence, an integral part
of the given phenomenon. Consequently, this power appears to have as much
claim to objective status as the phenomenon itself.!

It occurred to me that by virtue of its name, form, and habits, the praying
mantis displayed this objective capacity to act directly on the emotions to an
exceptional degree; this is very useful in helping us to understand how imagi-
native syntheses can be transmitted in a lyrical way. Therefore, I undertook
some research to confirm my hypothesis regarding the insect. With this specific
case, I was also trying to grasp how a representation could have a separate and,

1. These pages constitute the fifth chapter of a forthcoming work on the mechanisms of
ination in automatic and lyrical thought and the development of affective themes in indi-
vidual consciousness. The book is titled The Necessity of Mind (La Nécessité d’esprit), and the fol-
lowing pages take on their full meaning only within this larger conceptual context. So I should
clearly state that I am not claiming that men, after having carefully observed mantises, were
deeply affected by their habits. I am merely stating that as both these insects and mankind are
part of one and the same nature, I do not exclude the possibility of invoking the insects to ex-
plain, if need be, people’s behavior in certain situations. For we must realize that man is a
unique case only in his own eyes, and that this study is actually nothing but comparative biol-
ogy. I have also chosen to summarize outside the body of the text (which remains unchanged)
the few theoretical points that this study contains, I think, in and of itself.

7 +5
ovevaceler
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as it were, secret effect upon each individual in the absence of any symbolic di-
mension, whose meaning was chiefly defined by its social usage, and whose
emotional efficacy stemmed from its role in the collectivity.

Here are the results of my research. To avoid giving any grounds for skep-
ticism by trying to demonstrate too much, they are presented without com-
mentary; in any event, they speak for themselves.

The mantidae were probably the first insects on earth. This may be inferred
from the fact that the Mantis protogea, whose fossil print was found in the
Oeningen Myocena, belongs to the Paleodictyoptera group, which is defined by
Scudder and can be traced back to the carboniferous age.

In his Die Antike Tierwelt (Leipzig, 1909—1913), Otto Keller includes the re-
production of a Proserpinian coin from Metaponte. Here, the image of a man-
tis appears next to an ear of the sacred corn that played such an important part
in the Eleusinian mysteries. In his short commentary on this insect (2:460),
the same author refers to the lexicographers and compilers Aristarchus and
Suidus, who simply observe that the mantis lives in reeds. He also refers to
Pseudodioskurides (Maz. Medic. 1:158), who adds that the Indian mantis is, ac-
cording to Keller’s translation, “dhnlich und als Heilsmittel wirksam” [similar,
and with medicinal properties].

In a work I leafed through in the French edition (ed. J. Kiinckel d’Hercu-
lais, published by Baillere), A. E. Brehm points out that a sixteenth-century
English naturalist named Thomas Mouffet proposed three different theories
as to why this insect was named “mantis.” All three are equally untenable
and have no intrinsic interest, even as mistakes. This is most likely the same
Thomas Mouffet who, in a passage quoted by J. H. Fabre (Souvenirs ento-
mologiques, vol. s, ch.20), notes that when a mantis is asked for directions by
children who are lost, it shows them the way by pointing its finger (sic) —and
rarely, if ever, does it mislead them (Tam divina censetur bestiola ut puero inter-
roganti de via, extento digito vectam monstret atque raro vel numgquam fallat). The
passage is probably taken from his book Insectorum vel minimorum animalium
theatrum, referred to by other authors2. One can find evidence of the same be-
lief in the Languedoc region (see Sébillot, Le Folklore de la France, Guilmoto,
1906, 3:323, N. I).

The insect is linked to the Marvelous in other ways as well. Referring to
Nieremberg, A. de Chesnel thus declares that Saint Francis Xavier reportedly
made a mantis sing a canticle. He also quotes the case of a man whom this

2. In fact, Eugéne Rolland quotes it as such, referring to page 134 in the 1634 edition. His
quotation has altero pede instead of digito, which seems more correct.
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same animal supposedly warned, most opportunely, to return whence he
came from.

J. H. Fabre (ibid.) says that he often noticed how in Provence the mantis’s
nest is considered a most effective remedy for chilblains and toothache—as
long as it is gathered during a full moon. In Le Folklore de ln France (3:330),
Sébillot notes that around Menton it is thought to cure scurf. On the same top-
ics, Eugene Rolland (Faune populaire de la France, 13:117) refers to Regius (Mat.
Medic., 32), but the list of popular terms he collected himself is particularly in-
teresting. At times, the mantis is termed “Italian woman” or “specter” and at
times, less explicably, “strawberry” or “madeleine.” Generally speaking, we
find here an ambivalent attitude. On the one hand, the insect is considered sa-
cred, which explains its usual name of prégo-Dicou [ pray-to-God], with variants
and corresponding expressions in Parma, Portugal, the Tyrol, Germany, and
Greece. On the other hand, it is at the same time considered diabolical, as man-
ifest in the symmetrical name of prégo-Diablé [pray-to-the-Devil], which occurs,
for example, in the saying brassicja coumo un prego-Diablé [to gesticulate like a
pray-to-the-Devil] (see Revue des langues vomanes, 1883, 295). The names
menteuse [liar|; and igote [bigot] noted in Villeneuve-sur-Fere (Aisne) also fall
into this category.

If we now turn to the little expressions used by children when referring to
the mantis, there seem to be two main themes. First, the insect is said to be a
fortune-teller who knows everything—and, in particular, the Wolf’s location.?
Second, the mantis is believed to be praying because its mother died or was
drowned. On this last point, testimony is unanimous.* It seems that we must
generally abide by the views of De Bomare, who writes that the mantis is
deemed sacred everywhere in Provence and that people are careful not to cause
it the slightest harm.

3. Under the circumstances, can we not suppose that Italian peasants consider the grass-
hopper to be the supreme fortune-teller, as reported by A. de Gubernatis (Zoological Mythol-
agy, London, 1872, vol.1, ch. 7), due to a very understandable confusion between this insect and
the mantis?

4. I shall quote the most explicit evidence, after Rolland: “Prégo-Dicou, Bernardo, Bestieto
segnado, veni pres de iéon, que ta maryé es morto, sus un ped de porto, que toun payre est vicou, sus un
ped d'oulidon” [Bernard the pray-God, sacred beast, come here, for your mother is dead, on a
doorstep, for your father is old, on a step of olive-wood] (Arles); “Prégo Diéon, marioto, ta may
qu’es morto, débat un peu de porto; te Pan véboundudo débat un ped de brugo” [Pray to God, little
Mary, your mother is dead; they buried her for you beneath a little bush] (Gascony); “Prégo
Diéou, Bernardo, que ta mayreé s’es nagado” [Pray God, Bernardo, for your mother has drowned
herself | (Aude); “Prego, Bernardo, qué Bernat es mort. Sus la porto del ort” [Pray, Bernardo, for
Bernard is dead. Under the garden gate] (Tarn).
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This behavior is not unique. Phenomena recorded in northern Melanesia
are even more pronounced. Indeed, the natives of Duke of York Island are di-
vided into two clans. One of them takes as its totem Ko gila le, an insect so sim-
ilar to the horse chestnut tree leaf that it could easily be mistaken for one. The
other, the Pikalabas clan, takes as its totem Kam, “which is doubtless the Man-
tis veligiosus” (J. G. Frazer, Totemism and Exggamy, 2:120 and following). As for
the New World, Paul Eluard assured me that according to an ethnographic
work whose title he could unfortunately not recall, certain native Mexican peo-
ples view another mantid in exactly the same way.

The data from Africa, however, are the most significant. The happy mantis
from the Cape of Good Hope is worshipped by the Hottentots (Khoi-Khoi)
as a beneficent deity.

In this connection, Georges Dumézil, professor of comparative mythogra-
phy at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes, kindly showed me a passage from Andrew
Lang’s Myth, Ritual and Religion (London: Longman’s, 1887) where the author
analyzes the beliefs of the Hottentots and Bushmen.® According to them, the
mantis (Cagn) is actually the supreme deity and creator of the world. Its amor-
ous life is apparently “pleasurable,” and the moon, which is fabricated out of
an old shoe, is its own special possession. We should note, in particular, that its
primary function seems to be that of obtaining food for those who beseech it.
Furthermore, it was eaten and vomited alive by Kwai-Hemm, the devouring
god (Bleek, 68). So what clearly seems to be most emphasized is the digestive
dimension; this should not surprise anyone familiar with the incredible vorac-
ity of this insect, prototype of the god. Among the latter’s other avatars, let us
note that he came back to life, with bones entirely reassembled, after having
been killed by thorns (that were formerly men) and eaten by ants. This is an
adventure in which digestion still plays a certain part, linking it to the rich
mythical cycle of the dispersed and then resurrected god of the Osiris variety.
As Lang remarks (Myth, Ritual and Religion), the mantis worshipped by the
Bushmen should further be related to another mythical theme: the “detachable

5. At certain times of the year, these Hottentots engage in extremely lascivious dances, and
the children fathered during this period are killed at birth (see E. S. Hartland, Primitive Pater-
nity, London, 1910, 2: 213). In general, a more thorough study than the present sketch should
take into account the sexual mores of the tribes that worship the mantis and what bonds may
connect them to their mythological use of this insect as well as to its own habits.

6. For the Hottentots, Lang’s main sources are Peter Kolb’s essays of 1719, Thurnberg’s
writings of 1792, and the study by Halim: Tsuni Goam, the Supreme Being of the Khoi-Khoi. For
the Bushmen, he refers to Bleek, A Brief Account of Bushman Folklore (London, 1975), and
Orpen, “A Glimpse into the Mythology of the Maluti Bushmen,” Cape Monthly Magazine
(July 1874).
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force” (for example, Minos’s lock of hair, Samson’s mane, ctc.). Indeed, this
mantis possesses a tooth, the seat of all its power, which it lends to whomever
itwants. I find it significant that the mantis is particularly associated with teeth,
both in Provence and in southern Africa. In my opinion, this relationship can-
not simply be viewed in terms of the link between sexuality and nutrition that
is proper to this insect, even though it may seem conclusive. Indeed, it is by
now fully accepted that teeth play a major role in sexual imagery. Psychoanal-
ysis holds that a dream involving tooth extraction refers either to masturba-
tion, castration, or childbirth; according to the popular Keys to Dreawms, it refers
to death.” Moreover, among noncivilized peoples once again, a tooth extrac-
tion often replaces circumcision when this is not included in the initiation
rites. Collectively, these phenomena present a remarkable degree of coherence,
both in relation to each other and to the habits of the mantis, as we shall see
further on.

So it would seem, generally speaking, that mankind has been highly struck
by this insect.® No doubt this results from some obscure sense of identification,
encouraged by the mantis’s remarkably anthropomorphic appearance.® Let us
now explore the possible reasons for both this identification and the insect’s
lyrical, emotionally affecting content.

According to the classification published in 1839 by Audinet-Serville, the

7. See S. Freud, La Science des réves, trans. Meyerson (Alcan, 1926), 319, 346 —350; The Inter-
pretation of Dreams, trans. Strachey (New York: Avon 1965), 421-427. See especially the long
remark by Otto Rank, quoted in a footnote, and the supporting linguistic examples. Similarly,
mythographical data show that teeth are identified with the entirety or the essence of a person’s
being (see J. G. Frazer, The Golden Bough, vol.1). One thus finds the convergence that might be
expected between the two kinds of research.

8. Even the Chinese have been emotionally affected by the mantis. Indeed, they keep man-
tises in bamboo cages and watch their fights with passionate interest (sece Darwin, La Descen-
dance de Phomme et la sélection sexuelle, trans. Barbier, Paris 1881, 318. Reference to Westwood’s
Modern Classification of Insects, 1:427). As for the Turks, they are convinced that mantises are al-
ways turned toward Mecca. See Musée entomologique illustrée, Les Insectes (Paris, 1878).

9. An item’s anthropomorphic appearance seems to me an infallible source of its hold on
human emotions. This is true, for example, of vampires, mandrakes, and the related legends.
In my opinion, it’s no coincidence that belief in bloodsucking specters finds a natural vehicle
in a certain kind of bat. In fact, the anthropomorphism of the bat is especially far-reaching; it
goes well beyond an overall structural similarity (the presence of real hands, with a thumb that
can be pressed against the other fingers; pectoral breasts; periodic menstrual flow; and a free,
dangling penis). As for the mandrake (Atropa mandragora), Theophrastus had already termed
it an anthropomorphon and Columelle, a semi-homo. Its remarkable poisonous, soporific, etc.
qualities and its power as an effective antidote to snake poison did all the rest. See interesting
quotations in Gustave Le Rouge, La Mandragore magique (Tévaphin, golem, androides, homon-
cules), ed. H. Daragon, 1912.
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Mantidae family comes after the Blattariae, while preceding the Phasmidae, or
Specters.!® It comprises fourteen genuses; the eleventh is that of mantises,
strictly speaking. These include the dessicated, superstitious, and herbaceous
mantises; the brown-leaf mantis; the broad-appendix mantis (Mantis latisty-
lus); the lobed, yellow-winged, and spotted mantises; the moon mantis; the
simulacrum mantis; the patelliferous, pustular, neighboring, and varied man-
tises; the two-mamillae mantis (Mantss bipapilla); the long-necked mantis; the
cuticular, spattered, sullied (¢nquinata), and black-veined mantises; the hairy-
footed mantis; the ornate, pious, praying, prasine, preaching, and vitreous
mantises; the belted mantis; the phryganoid, ringed-feet, multistriped, discol-
ored mantises; the sister, the pleasant, and the steel-blue (Mantis chalybea)
mantises; the red-hipped mantis (Mantis rubro-coxata); the nebulous mantis;
and last of all, the bright mantis and Madagascan mantis.

This nomenclature is anything but superfluous. The least one can say is that
it contains relatively few epithets with technical terms designating the variety’s
characteristics. Apart from the Madagascan mantis, not a single name indicates
where the insect is most abundant or refers to the entomologist who discov-
ered it (as often occurs in the natural sciences). There is no doubt about it:
these terms, on the whole, are purely and simply lyrical.

The genus names are usually even more precise. For example, the twelfth is
called epaphrodites, meaning literally “who are an invitation to love.” As for the
name of the first genus, empusa, it seems the most revealing, in my opinion.
Nowadays the term refers both to this kind of mantis and to a kind of fungus
parasitically attached to certain insects and that feeds off all their organs except
for the digestive tract. In the language of sixteenth-century philosophers, ac-
cording to the Littré, it also referred to fantastic imaginings. In antiquity, it
was the name of a specter sent by Hecate that apparently was able to assume
many forms but had only one foot (whence its name), according to Hesychios
of Alexandria.!' The Etymological Magnum points out that it is mentioned
three times in Aristophanes (The Frogs, line 123; Ecclesiazusae, line 1056 [ Assem-
blée des femmes]; and in fragment 426). It also quotes a lexicographer accord-

10. Audinet-Serville, Histoire naturelle des insects: Orthopteres, (De Roret, 1839), 133—214.

11. Hecate appears for the first time in the Homeric hymn to Demeter composed for the
Eleusinian mysteries; this converges with the fact that on the coins from Metaponte repro-
duced in Die antike Tierwelt, the mants is associated with the ear of corn. It is worth recalling
that Hecate soon became the goddess of sorcerers and necromancers and would remain so dur-
ing the entire Middle Ages, despite the efforts of the Church. See A. Maury, La Magie et Pas-
trologie dans les antiquités et au moyen age (Didier, 1884), 176. References in notes.
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ing to whom the empusa was a hellish creature with one foot made of bronze
and the other of donkey excrement.'2

While I was thereupon reading The Life of Apollonius of Tyana by Flavius
Philostratus (a book once thought likely to endanger the reputation of Jesus
Christ as established by the Gospels), I was very surprised to run across a story

_about the adventures of an empusa and a young philosopher. This tale drew a
particularly close comparison between the customs of these specters and the
habits of the insects later known by the same name. It concerns a young man
seduced by an amazingly beautiful woman. He is about to be married when
Apollonius unmasks her by breaking her spell. Here are the two key passages:
“This charming bride was one of those vampires [empuses] popularly called
lamias or she-demons. They are very fond of love, and even fonder of human
flesh. They use seduction to lure those whom they plan to devour.” Then, a few
lines later: “The ghost finally admitted that it was a vampire, and that he had
been gorging Menippus with pleasures so as to devour him later; that it was
his wont to feed upon handsome young men, because their blood is very fresh”
(The Life of Apollonius of Tyana, 4:25).

One of Philostratus’s translators, A. Chassang, points out that this story had
some repercussions; in particular, it was adapted by Alexandre Dumas senior,
in chapters 22 to 24 of his Isaac Laguedam.'® It could be correlated, of course,
with the medieval concepts of incubi and succubi. These are interesting in them-
selves. However, they derive from a completely different tradition and, most
important, have but a formal, actually quite loose connection with the adven-
ture of the empusa and the philosopher—as Chassang’s quotations only help
to confirm (447- 450) —which itself seems much more linked to vampirism.!#
So we must instead compare this story to a double set of phenomena that is
just as gripping: the habits of the mantises and human anguish about love
(when viewed in light of the first, the second seems less senseless than one
might like to think).

In my opinion, this feeling corresponds to a certain stage of emotional

12. For more detailed information, see the article entitled “Empusa” in Roscher’s Lexicon;
also Pauly-Wissowa’s Realencyclop and ]. C. Lawson’s book Modern Greek Folklore and Ancient
Greek Folklove (Cambridge, 1910), 174 —175.

13. A. Chassang, introduction to Philostrate, Apollonius de Tyane, savie, ses voyages, ses pro-
diges, ed. and trans. Alexis Chassang (Paris: Didier et Cie, 1862), 14 n.2.

14. The story is also taken up by Flaubert in La Tentation de Saint-Antoine, ch.4. In the
Renaissance it was taken up by Jean Bodin in his De la Démonomanie des sorciers (Paris, 1580),
book 2, ch. 5, and by other demonographers of the period.
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development. It is especially suited, I think, to becoming an all-exclusive pas-
sional theme. Thus Bychowski (Ein Fall von oralem Verfolgnungswahn) analyzes
a case of persecution mania, in which a man is convinced that he will be de-
voured by a prostitute before he has even approached her. As for Baudelaire’s
well-known drawing of a woman, with the crucial caption, Quaerens quem de-
voret [ Asking whom she is devouring] (see Les Fleurs du Mal, Payot, 1928 edi-
tion), its meaning is sufficiently clear to forgo further comment. More gener-
ally speaking, I would readily correlate these fantasies with the development
of most castration complexes, which commonly originate in the fear of the
toothed vagina, as everybody knows, given that in psychoanalysis it is classic,
as it were, thus to identify the whole body with the male member and the
mouth with the vagina.!s So it would not be inconceivable that castration anx-
iety might be a specification of the male’s fear of being devoured by the female
during or after mating. This is perfectly represented in objective terms by the
mantid nuptial habits—so great is the symmetry or, more accurately, the con-
tinuity between nature and the mind.!¢ This example suffices in and of itself to
account for both the possibility as well as the efficacy of objective ideograms.
It also tends to corroborate a previously formulated hypothesis of mine con-
cerning the systematic overdetermination of the universe.

As a matter of fact, people even today are unambiguously drawn to the
praying mantis. I shall mention my own experiences further on, but there are
many examples from my immediate circle illustrating this lyrical complicity.
Thus, for example, André Breton bred praying mantises in Castellane for two
straight years.!” And when I asked Paul Eluard about the magnificent mantis
collection in his home, he confessed that he viewed their habits as the ideal
mode of sexual relationship. The act of love, he said, diminishes the male and
aggrandizes the female; so it is natural that she should use her ephemeral su-
periority to devour, or at least to kill, the male. Dali’s case is even better to use,
given his paranoid-critical study of Millet’s Angelus, which is a very complete

15. Mallarmés sonnet “Une Négresse par le démon secouée” provides a striking example of
this.

16. Moreover, these insects have another feature that could very well serve as a direct rep-
resentation of castration: the ability to sever one of their limbs voluntarily (autonomy). See
Edmond Bordage’s reports in Comptes rendus de L'Académie des Sciences (1899), vol. 128 and Bul-
letin Scientifique de France et de Belgique (1905), vol. 39.

17. The same André Breton who wrote in Ralentir travaux (Editions surréalistes, 1930):
“Celles qui dans 'amour entendent le vent passer dans les peupliers / Celles qui dans la haine
sont plus élancées que les mantes religieuses” [Those women who, in love, hear the wind
pass through the poplar trees / Those women who, in hate, are more outstretched than man-
uses—Ed.].
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and impressive document on the relationship between love and cannibalism.
He could hardly avoid citing the fearsome insect that actually unites these two
savage desires.

Naturalists find in the praying mantis the most extreme form of the close
bond that often seems to exist between the sensual pleasures of sexuality and
those of nutrition. Dali outlined this connection in an utterly direct and in-
tuitive way. On this topic, though, should at least be noted, following Léon
Binet, the studies by Bristowe and Locket on the Pisaura mirabilis cl.: during
coitus the female eats a fly offered by the male.!® Hancock and Von Engelhardt
have written on the Oceanus Nivens: the contents of a gland on its metathorax
are absorbed by the female immediately before mating (this feature is shared
by a kind of cockroach, the Phyllodramia germanica).'® There are also Stitz’s
studies of the scorpion fly: during coitus, the female eats globules of saliva pre-
pared for her by the male.2° In similar circumstances, the female of the cardia-
cephala myrmex consumes food regurgitated by the male, who often transfers
it from his mouth to hers. And the female of the white-headed dectique opens
her companion’s belly and extracts and devours the spermatic pouch.?!

It has long been known that the mantis does not make do with such half
measures. Indeed, in a Journal de physique of 1784, J. L. M. Poiret conveyed his
observation of a female mantis that decapitated her male before mating and
then completely devoured him after copulation. This story was recently cor-
roborated in a fine account by Raphaél Dubois, with many details that aggra-
vated the case. Paul Portier and others (see Comptes vendus de la Sociéte de Biolo-

18. W. S. Bristowe and G. H. Lockett, “The Courtship of British Lycosid Spiders and Its
Probable Significance,” Proceedings of the Zoological Society (London, 1926). In my opinion,
moreover, this example is only partially conclusive. We may no doubt observe that this insect
feeds during the very act of coitus. But the more significant fact—that the female draws this
nourishment from the body of the male, ¢ither by devouring him or by ingesting the contents
of a special gland—cannot be detected here.

19. See B. B. Fulton, The Tree-Crickets of New York: Life, History, and Bionomics (1915).

20. See O. W. Richards, “Sexual selection and Other Problems of the Insects,” Biol. Review
2 (1927).

21. If not manifest in human behavior, this relationship between sexuality and nutrition is
nonetheless inherent, at the very least, in the human psyche; certain perversions attest to this.
We might also cite the embryogenic development of the self-preservation and reproductive
functions, and that of their organs—if the interpretion of such evidence were not still in doubt.
It seems to me, furthermore, that attempting the psychoanalytical treatment of mental an-
orexia (when the subject refuses to eat, on various ethical or emotional grounds), and perhaps
this has been done, might produce significant results in this regard. Finally, it is an oft-cited
phenomenon that after coitus, women express and sometimes indulge a great desire to bite
their lovers.
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e, vol. 32, 1919, with critical observations by Rabaud) had orginally thought
that such cannibalism could be explained by the fact that the mantis needs al-
bumin and protein to produce her eggs—and that she can find this in greatest
quantity among her own species. This hypothesis was challenged by Rabaud,
who noted, in particular, that the mantis does not eat the male just when she
most needs this food. Thus, Raphaél Dubois’s theory (which does not exclude
the preceding ones, in my view), is more generally favored.?? This naturalist
observes that after having been decapitated, a cricket performs induced reflex
and spasmodic movements both better and for a longer time than before. Re-
ferring to the work to Goltz and H. Busquet (if one removes a frog’s superior
centers, it immediately assumes the coital position normally adopted only in
the spring), he wonders whether the mantis’s goal in beheading the male be-
fore mating might not be to obtain a better and longer performance of the
spasmodic coital movements, through the removal of the brain’s inhibitory
centers. In the final analysis, it would hence be the pleasure principle that com-
pels the female insect to murder her lover —whose body she begins to ingest,
furthermore, in the course of lovemaking itself.>*

These habits are so well-designed to disturb human beings that scientists for
once, to their credit, have abandoned their professional dryness. For example,
in his recent monograph, La Vie de la mante religieuse, Léon Binet, professor
of physiology at the Faculté de Médecine in Paris, seems visibly affected by
them.?5 In any event, it is quite surprising to see him briefly foreswear his sci-
entific detachment to call the female a kind of “murderous mistress” (s4), while
venturing a most alarming literary quotation in this regard.?¢ I myself shall
take this revealing lapse as the basis for interpreting Binet’s conclusion: “This
insect really seems to be a machine with highly advanced parts, which can
operate automatically.” Indeed, it strikes me that likening the mantis to an
automaton (to a female android, given the latter’s anthropomorphism) re-
flects the same emotional theme, if (as I have every reason to believe) the
notion of an artificial, mechanical, inanimate, and unconscious machine-

22. R. Dubois, “Sur les réflexes associés chez la mante religieuse,” C. R. de la Société de Bi-
ologie (1929).

23. See the experiment of Daniel Auger and Alfred Fessard.

24. One can observe a photographic document representing this coital meal in J. H. Fabre’s

S s logiques.

25. Vigot Freres, 1931.

26. The quotation is as follows: “Elle épuise, elle tue, et n’en est que plus belle” [She ex-
hausts, she kills, and this only makes her more beautiful —Ed.]. Alfred de Musset, La Coupe et
les levres, 4:1.
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woman —incommensurate with man and all other living creatures—does stem
in some way from a specific view of the relations between love and death and,
in particular, from an ambivalent premonition of encountering one within the
other.?”

For all that, I would not deny the existence of facts amply vindicating in and
of themselves the conclusion called into question above. On the contrary, this
kind of overlap would significantly heighten the praying mantis’s objective lyri-
cal value. Indeed, here again, reality exceeds our wildest expectations.

Above and beyond its jointed rigidity, which recalls a coat of armor or an
automaton, it is a fact that there are very few reactions the mantis cannot per-
form in a decapitated state—that is, without any center of representation or
of voluntary activity. In this condition, it can walk; regain its balance; sever a
threatened limb; assume the spectral stance; engage in mating; lay eggs; build
an ootheca; and (this is truly frightening) lapse into feigned 7igor mortis in the
face of danger or when the peripheral nervous system is stimulated.?® I am de-
liberately expressing myself in a roundabout way as it is so difficult, I think,
both for language to express and for the mind to grasp that the mantis, when
dead, should be capable of simulating death.

Finally, let us not forget the mimicry of mantises, which illustrates, some-
times hauntingly, the human desire to recover its original insensate condition,
a desire comparable to the pantheistic idea of becoming one with nature,
which is itself the common literary and philosophical translation of returning
to prenatal unconsciousness. There are numerous examples: the desert-colored
Lusxor evemiaphileus; the Blepharis mendica, speckled white on green like the
leaves of the Thymelia microphylla upon which it lives; the Theopompa hete-
rochroa of the Cameroons, which cannot be distinguished from the bark of
a tree; the Empusa egena of Algeria, which, not content merely to look like a
green anemone, gently stirs, imitating the wind’s effect upon a flower; the
Idolum diabolicum of Mozambique, whose petal-shaped, grasping tibia are
aptly tinged with crimson, white, and bluish-green; the pale purple and rose-
trimmed Gongylus trachelophyllus of India, which achieves “the picture of a daz-
zling flower that sways from time to time, turning its most beautiful colors to-

27. Those animal species in which the male dies immediately after fertilizing the female are
too numerous to mention.

28. Moreover, every instance of such behavior tends to be viewed as purely automatic.
E. L. Bouvier remarks, “This is a phenomenon of differential sensibility, limited to cataleptic
tetanus, which is its main characteristic feature.” La Vie psychique des insectes (Flammarion,
1918).
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ward the brightest region of the sky”; and finally, the Hymenopus bicorns,
which is hard to distinguish from a simple, marvellous orchid.?’

Such floral transformations, whereby the insect loses its identity and returns
to the plant kingdom, complement its astonishing capacity for automatism as
well as its seemingly insouciant attitude toward death. These properties them-
selves complement other attributes that can jeopardize an individual’s imme-
diate sensitivity: such as the insect’s name of mantis or empusa, that is,
prophetess or vampire-specter; its shape, which, among all the rest, man can
recognize as his own,; its pose, either absorbed in prayer or engaged in the sex-
ual act; and finally, its nuptial habits.3¢

We can now give an informed account of the lyrical objectivity of certain
concrete representations and understand why they have the privilege of dis-
turbing the affectivity of so many different types of people and, at the very
least, of arousing in them a shared irrational curiosity.

Of course, it is hardly surprising that mankind’s broadly uniform organic
structure and biological development, and the common external conditions of
his physical existence, should have a major impact on human psychology: one
tending to produce in all people a minimum set of similar reactions and to en-
gender, then, the same affective urges and primal emotional conflicts. In any
event, this is akin to the way that, to a somewhat similar degree, unmform sen-
sory mechanisms bring about uniform a priori forms of perception and repre-
sentation. Besides, nothing in these remarks calls for the slightest explanatory
hypothesis. On the contrary, the existence of elements that either partially
or fully overlap with others does not seem preordained. That is, at first glance,
it is quite possible to imagine the existence of a universe without objective
ideograms. Yet, upon further reflection, one soon realizes that this raises the
same insuperable obstacles as the idea of a world that is discontinuous and not
overdetermined, albeit probably determined. Once again, it is utterly unthink-
able that causal series could be totally distinct. This also contradicts experience,
which constantly demonstrates their numerous intersections and sometimes
supplies overwhelming, crushing expressions of their unfathomable solidarity.
Although their meaning is hidden and ambiguous, such expressions never fail
to reach their destination. In short, these are objective ideggrams, which concretely
realize the lyrical and passional virtualities of the mind in the outside world.

29. These examples are drawn from A. Lefebvre, Ann. de la Soc. entomologique de France,
vol.4; Léon Binet, La Vie de la mante religieuse; and Paul Vignon, Introduction a la biologie ex-
peérimentale (Paris, 1930).

30. Indeed, the mantis’s usual posture is not one of prayer, as censors make us say (people
do not pray in a prone position) but rather that of a man in the act of love. See Theocritus,
TIdylls, X, 18. The similarity could not be clearer.
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Conclusion

Because this study was undertaken with the specific goal of demonstrating the
existence of a certain lyrical objectivity, it did not have to be complete; it was
enough to classify a few phenomena rather than exhausting the subject. And
so, at times, I have made do with quotations from major reference works in-
stead of directly quoting from actual sources (for example, with regard to the
mythology of so-called primitive peoples). This has one important result: my
argument is often supported by a choice of data that I did not make myself and
that was, moreover, determined by concerns quite different from my own. So
that in the last analysis, comparing the argument with the data may well add
probative value rather than diminish richness and scope. Briefly put, it serves
as a guarantee of accuracy that my demonstration could be carried out under
conditions that were not designed for it.

Having said this, let us now analyze the theoretical conclusions it seems
possible to draw with respect to the specific disciplines mentioned in this study.

First, as regards mythography, it appears that such research tends to establish
that determinations caused by the social structure, however important, are not
alone in influencing the content of myths. We must also take into account half-
physiological, half-psychological factors such as man’s inclination to be inter-
ested in, or even to identify with, anything whose external configuration sug-
gests his own body —for example, the praying mantis or the bat. We should pay
even more attention to certain basic emotional reactions and clusters that
sometimes exist only as potentialities in human beings, but that correspond to
phenomena explicitly and commonly observed throughout the rest of nature.

This brings us to the second discipline relevant to the present study: psy-
chology, and more specifically psychoanalysis, which has brought to light the ex-
istence of such primal emotional constellations as the major complexes (the
Oedipus complex, castration anxiety, etc.). It might perhaps be preferable to
seek their origins in comparative biology rather than in the human mind alone.
It seems that from this angle, we may achieve a closer approximation of the
larger context within which these complexes should be viewed. Thus, the fear
of being devoured by a woman (to use the phenomenon cited in this mono-
graph) would no longer be deemed a transformation of castration anxiety.
Quite the contrary. Castration anxiety would be a specification of the fear of
being devoured. And because this fear may be considered the vestigial residuc,
in one species, of behavioral patterns observed in many others, it then has all
the greater right to present itself as the original phenomenon. In other words,
I think that these questions should ultimately be resolved by biology.
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8

Introduction to “Letter to André Breton” and “Literature in Crisis”

These essays were, respectively, the introduction and conclusion of a mono-
graph, Proces intellectuel de Part (Art on Trial by Intellect), which Caillois pub-
lished at his own expense in 1935, thereby stating his official break with Surre-
alism. In 1946, the literary critic Gaétan Picon remarked that Caillois’s
rejection of Surrealism was “inevitable”: “One could expect that Surrealism
would provide a new and decisive clarity that would infinitely push back the
boundaries of darkness. Such is what Caillois was awaiting from it. But in Bre-
ton, the love of the Marvellous obviously triumphed over this wish to unveil,
and encouraged him to protect mystery much more than to unmask it.”! In-
deed, at first glance, the “Letter to André Breton” seems to articulate their di-
vide in terms of poetry versus science, dramatized by the symbolic event of the
Mexican jumping bean (see introduction). However, in the light of Nazur-
philosophie, dissecting the jumping bean need not necessarily have destroyed its
mystery. “Here we have a form of the Marvellous that does not fear knowl-
edge, but, on the contrary, thrives on it,” writes Caillois. Given his interest in
the fantastic attributes of the praying mantis, the act of revealing “an insect or
a worm” in the bean could only, I suspect, have given rise to a new kind of
wonder. After all, what makes these creatures jump around as they do, in per-
manent darkness, quite literally in the “noctural side of nature”? 2

Caillois also relates his implicit design to reform science to Gaston Bache-
lard’s “new science of the ‘why not?” set forth in Le Nouvel Esprit scientifique
(1934). Aiming to revolutionize neo-Kantian philosophy of science, this in-
fluential work stressed the imaginative aspect of contemporary inquiry, es-
pecially of modern physics. Le Nouvel Esprit scientifique noted that contempo-
rary science, severed from empirical perception and intuition, drove science to
seek truth “despite what seems evident.” Bachelard succinctly rephrased this
changeover: “We will show that in scientific philosophy, the old philosophy of
the as ¢f has been superseded by the philosophy of the why not.” Of course, this
constructivist “why not” did not mean “anything goes”! Bachelard asserted
that science “no longer . . . gives rise to a world by means of a magical impulse

“Lettre a André Breton” and “Crise de la littérature,” in Approches de Vimaginaire (Paris: Galli-
mard, 1974), 35-38, 52-54-



that is immanent to reality; it does so by means of a rational impulse that is im-
manent to the mind. After having formed a mode of reason in the world’s im-
age—during the initial efforts of the scientific spirit—the mental activity of
modern science strives to construct a world in the image of reason.”? We will
next see that “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia” radically questions the
representational project of modern science, which is far more deranging to the
scientist that Bachelard assumes.* (“For a Militant Orthodoxy” then praises
modern physics as the most important fulfillment of such déreglement.)

Avt on Trial by Intellect was partially drafted during Caillois’s Surrealist
phase. It included “Décision préliminaire sur la métaphysique” (Preliminary
decision about metaphysics), which “brackets” all metaphysical inquiry to de-
fine the observer “as the origin of the coordinate-system, and the only origin
that counts for him, since it is the only one that registers and accounts for his
compromised status in the world.” From this epistemological shift, Caillois then
attacks “pure” science and art as modes of cognitive resemblance simply mir-
roring the abstract, formal structures of the self, its environment, and the uni-
verse.® In contrast to this, Caillois posits an “impure” mode of cognitive re-
semblance, where the self is center of its conceptual coordinate system. He
finds this in “impure” art that expresses dreams, mental illness, myth, and “lyri-
cal phenomena™; lyrical here means the actual or virtual contents of conscious-
ness. “Notice sur Pimpureté¢ dans Part” (Notice on impurity in art) argues that
“one’s personality is engaged by these fantasies in a much more deeply affect-
ing way than it could be by the knowing smiles of harmony.””

A few years earlier, Ortega y Gasset had loudly endorsed, but for different
reasons, what Caillois here describes as the crisis of literature.? Referring to the
“dehumanization” of art, its loss of “human pathos,” The Dehumanization of
Art pointed to the thinning artistic ranks: “All peculiarities of modern art can
be summed up in this one feature of its renouncing its importance—a feature
which, in its turn, signifies nothing less than that art has changed its position
in the hierarchy of human activities and interests. . . . Art which—like science
and politics—used to be very near the axis of enthusiasm, that backbone of our
person, has moved toward the outer rings. . . . It has become a minor issue. The
trend toward pure art betrays not arrogance, as is often thought, but modesty.
Art that has rid itself of human pathos is a thing without consequence—just art
with no other pretenses.”?

Ortega y Gasset urged dehumanized art to rest content with its authentic,
if diminished, status, but Caillois dismissed it altogether. “Literature in Crisis”
declares that the “simple formal structure” of “pure” art had been solved, or
theoretically “absorbed,” by “pure science.” So Caillois calls instead for the sci-
entific study of “impure” art, to establish a “general phenomenology of the imay-
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tnation.” ' “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia” suggests that what he re-
ally intends to create is an “impure” science.
y p

LETTER TO ANDRE BRETON

27 December 1934
Dear Breton,

I had hoped that our two positions were not as deeply divided as they
turned out to be during our conversation yesterday evening. In view of my par-
ticular stance, I had indeed felt that your activities contained both good and
bad. Although I could not wholeheartedly endorse one of the two fields in-
volved, I nonetheless found compensations in the other that allowed for such
a sacrifice. Recently, the types of gratification I encountered while reading
Point du jour made me definitively resign myself to seeing you with a foot in
both camps: research and poetry (I am putting it crudely, of course, with no
concern for nuance or overlap). After all, it was quite understandable —and
considering your intellectual approach from the outset, I am tempted to write:
it was all too understandable (meaning that Surrealism stems from a literary
milieu) —that you should be inclined to strike an equal balance between the
satisfactions offered by the first and the jouissances [ pleasures] offered by the sec-
ond, to use the two words arising almost simultaneously to our lips last night.

Given our conversation, however, it is clear to me that in your case there
never was and probably never will be any equilibrium between the two spheres.
For that matter, everything you have ever written or said proves this beyond
the shadow of a doubt. You have presented several clear and consistent ac-
counts of this attitude. It was hardly possible to misinterpret your position,
as I had —without mistaking the expression of one’s own desires for reality,
which is a well-known human foible. So you are definitely on the side of in-
tuition, poetry, and art—and of their privileges. Must I tell you that I prefer
this kind of commitment to ambiguity? Yet as you know, I’ve taken the oppo-
site stance—almost alone among those of my kind to do so. Indeed, strange
though it may seem, people who do not indulge these weaknesses, and hence
know them only from the outside, always view them with great superstitious
respect; it is simply due to their naiveté. There is no need for me to expound
my position, with which you are already familiar. It was fully set forth in the
article Specification de ln poésie, which initiated my collaboration with Surreal-
ism. Since then I’ve reasserted it on every occasion, up through the text of
Intervention survéaliste, which, if I properly recall, you said revealed an antilyri-
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cal position (“antilyrical” has to be discussed) that was possibly of interest in
some other context but certainly not here. Although I did not agree with you
at the time, I must now admit that you were right.

I remain convinced that the point of contention is chiefly methodological,
but for me this is a crucial question. After all, what do I care about illumina-
tions that are scattered, unstable, and unconfirmed, that are meaningless with-
out some prior act of faith—that are pleasurable, in fact, only because of the
credence we attach to them? The irrational: granted. But first and foremost, it
must be coherent (I am thinking of that coherence in favor of which logic had
to yield all down the line in the exact sciences). I want the irrational to be con-
tinuously overdetermined, like the structure of coral; it must combine into one
single system everything that until now has been systematically excluded by a
mode of reason that is still incomplete.

It is also a question of age. How else can we explain the fact that your ap-
perception of the day, of its demands, and of what is currently most compelling
differs radically from my own? For instance, modern atomic theory is at pres-
ent an adventure into the dark: somewhat like children raised in boxes, who are
amazed to discover ferns (in the words of a physicist). This does not involve
the distress or jouissance brought about by a beautiful picture but instead involves
a sense of utter confusion; utter confusion in the face of what I choose to call
the debacle of the evident. For there is nothing left of the old intuitions, and any
philosophy that cannot fit together with this new science of the why not [ pour-
quoi pas] is absurd. Of course, the results themselves are less in question than
what they brought about: namely, their carnage of allegedly unsophisticated
concepts. Here we have a form of the Marvellous that does not fear knowledge
but, on the contrary, thrives on it. Just look how solidly it is upheld, and what
an obstacle it confronts! When I compare this great game [ grand jen] with
Gérard de Nerval’s attitude, who refused to enter Palmyra so as not to spoil his
preconceptions, or with your own, refusing to slice open a jumping bean that
sometimes jolts about because you did not want to find an insect or a worm in-
side (that would have destroyed the mystery, you said), my mind is made up.
Actually, it always was. As a child, I could never really have fun with toys; I was
constantly ripping them open or dismantling them to find out “what they were
like inside, how they worked.”

If Surrealism can encompass this kind of attitude alongside others so radi-
cally opposed to it, then Surrealism is merely a word; and all the same, even at
my own expense, I would like it to be more than that. And so I shall refrain
from taking part in discussions where (unless I forced myself to be obliging)
my outlook would be demoralizing at best and irritating at worst—in any case,
undesirable. Likewise, for me, it 1s just as intolerable (to say the least) to be
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compromised by the activities of Victor Brauner or Georges Hugnet, for ex-
ample; or by the biographical poetry that is becoming prominent in Surrealist
writing (poems by Maurice Heine about Sade, by Hugnet about Onan, by
you, by Eluard, and by various others about Violette Nozi¢res; even Rosey’s
poem—epic poem—about you). Until now, my sense of solidarity has been
strong enough grudgingly to defend all of this against outside attacks, however
well-founded. That is why I had unhesitatingly accepted the clannish ethos of
Surrealism. But I can no longer do so, as I disagree all too openly about the
very basis of our accord.

Of course, you and I still share, for example, a great number of common ex-
igencies. Even so, because we have totally different views as to the methods
most likely to fulfill them, collaboration is out of the question; we can merely
offer each other support. By which I mean that I, for my part, shall never rush
to condemn your efforts. On the contrary, I shall be at your side if need be
whenever my outlook is compatible with that of Surrealism: in matters of po-
lemics, politics, or even the technical study of the imagination, if it is true that
my ideas and ventures in this domain strike you as viable, as you asserted yes-
terday, perhaps even useful, after all.

You will say that I am basically consecrating what is a de facto state of af-
fairs. I do not deny this, but you must admit that such consecration is proba-
bly a good idea. Don’t you find that the Surrealist accord rests upon too many
misunderstandings and mutual concessions, if not repressions? Nobody be-
lieves in intransigence or rigor any more. I for one have ceded as much ground
as possible and would now like to redefine clearer lines. The position adopted
by Maurice Heine, for example, strikes me as the possible model for a new al-
liance. Please let me remain nothing but some sort of corresponding member
of Surrealism, as he does. That would be best for Surrealism and for me. Don’t
you agree?

Yours faithfully,
R.C.

LITERATURE IN CRISIS

Literature is undeniably undergoing a crisis among the youth of today. The
best minds are leaving this type of activity for political or philosophical con-
cerns. Granting that the best minds are also the most demanding, the reasons
for such a choice are easy to understand.
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First, in an cra always on the brink of upheavals because of political, eco-
nomic, and social problems, it is hardly suprising that-some should view liter-
ature as an excessively innocent kind of distraction—untimely, in any event.
They probably fail to recognize its lofty aims. Perhaps. Yet other people, who
do acknowledge these ambitions, find that literature is far from having the
means to realize them, and so they prefer to turn directly to stricter and more
reliable disciplines.

Of course, there have always been young political theorists and philoso-
phers. What is new and critical, however, is that the very people who seemed
in every way most likely to become real artists or to pursue literary endeavors
are the ones presently succumbing to such preoccupations. As a result, what
gets produced is no longer worthy of consideration. Most books written by
young people of the postwar period simply reveal their author’s naiveté, as well
as a clear lack of necessity.

This last word is important: for indeed, it would appear that art lapsed into
its current sorry state due to some inner necessity. Little by little, it established
itself as a privileged method for furthering knowledge and deemed that it
could therefore embark upon increasingly risky, if not metaphysical, adven-
tures without any precautions or safeguards. Among other things, this led art
to question its own faith in itself and give a negative answer. Here, roughly
outlined, is the conceptual evolution from Mallarmé to Dada, with Rimbaud
containing it in a nutshell.

Poetry was hence afflicted in turn. To be saved, it had to be viewed either as
an exercise only slightly superior to translating texts from the Greek or doing
algebra (this was M. Paul Valéry’s attitude, during his heroic period, although
since then . . . ) or as a technigue for exploring the unconscious (this was Sur-
realism’s attitude, when it was in the habit of confusing poems and automatic
texts). The prestige still attached to the word “poetry” does not sufficiently
protect it against those who have begun to condemn its heavy quota of nostal-
gic verboseness about passions that deserve better. Such people instead prefer
to #solate the poetic phenomenon. Only in our moments of weakness are we still
capable of applauding beauty. Times of tension demand a more nourishing
substance, which would probably be science if we were not unshakeably drawn
to the empirical imagination, with its fascinating questions lodged at the very
threshold of consciousness, and which science studies poorly or not at all.
However, we will not refrain from applying scientific method to the artistic
domain, for scientific rigor here seems, in our opinion, more essential than
elsewhere.

Unitil recently, the formal modeling of sounds, shapes, or colors (when an-

Surrealism and Its Environs 87



alyzed in terms of its two subcategories, rhythm and harmony) was considered
art’s most unfathomable aspect. Art now turns out to involve a simple formal
structure that has been more or less reduced to its constituent elements and is
of little real interest. Above all, it requires no further explanation, as it has noth-
ing more to offer than do natural phenomena themselves. Thus, one single
mathematical ratio governs the morphology of most marine organisms and the
perspectives of a monument or painting. One single law at the same time de-
termines the modalities of chemical reactions, crystal formation, and the
rhythm of a poem or a musical work. Dissymmetry is a phenomenon’s pre-
condition; symmetry, the precondition of its cessation. One could say that
pure science has easily absorbed pure art.

But there is no science of impurity in art, no science of art’s imaginative
content, of the “subject” that people have worked so hard in varying instances
to suppress. Even so, following Rimbaud, we must forsake any reverential at-
titude toward the disorder of the latter’s mind. The imagination does not make
confessions on the grounds that it is wracked by guilt as readily as some guilty indi-
vidual might do. In any case, it does not confess to those who worship it but
rather to those who oppress it. Therefore, it must be put to interrogation. The
means are easily defined:

—Creation of experiments in which imaginative phenomena can be trig-
gered under the best possible control conditions. )

—Elaboration and criticism of techniques designed to reveal unconscious
determinations. ‘

— Objective and systematic study of every kind of conventionalism.

—Relative interpretation of phenomena occurring in the inner and outer
spheres, so as to cast new light on the relationship between subjectivity
and objectivity, by showing the basic homogeneity of the Umwelt [envi-
ronment] and Innenwelt [inner world].

—Accounts (with or without commentaries) of states of depression, con-
fusion, and anxiety, and of private emotional experiences.

—Update on the question of knowledge. Not so much in terms of modern
theoretical revelations about matter’s innermost structure. (Clearly, there
is no common ground here; for example, it is nonsense to try to base
psychological freedom on the intra-atomic indeterminacy relation). But
rather in terms of those epistemological constructions required by the
problems of contemporary scientific methodology.

Enough said. Let us consider that, as of now, this program is underway.
Which means that the crisis of literature is entering its critical phase. Let’s hope
that it remains beyond repair.
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Introduction to “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia”

Art on Trial by Intellect had put “pure” art and science in the camp of “the in-
stinct of self-preservation.”! In short, here was Caillois’s version of what Mey-
erson and Bachelard, among others, attacked as the reduction to identity of
traditional science.? He did not outline the instinct that, conversely, drove “im-
pure” modes of cognitive resemblance, those that vitally “compromised” the
self. “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia” does so by positing an instinct
d’abandon (instinct of letting go). And it does so largely in relation to what
I would call “impure science.” Caillois’s praying mantis may have embodied
the menacing object of scientific Surrealism; after his break with Breton, his
mimetic insect seems to stand for the imperiled subject of a New (surreal) Sci-
ence. Caillois correlates modern scientific epistemology with primitive anthro-
pology (magical thinking) and insect mimicry. All three illustrate resemblance
gone awry, as it were. At the core of his curious argument is a radically anti-
Darwinian interpretation of mimicry as an anti-utilitarian “luxury” rather than
as a mode of self-preservation or self-defense. Indeed, it entails a loss of energy
and, at times, even death itself— Caillois evokes the wonderfully “miserable
Phyllidae” mimetic insects, which engage in misguided collective cannibal-
ism by mistaking each other for edible leaves.? As noted above, Bataille’s sem-
inal essay, “The Notion of Expenditure,” had by now caught his attention. Un-
like Bataille’s theory of social and artistic “expenditure,” however, Caillois
focuses primarily on nonutilitarian biology and science; and unlike Bataille’s
“limitless need for loss” and “desire to destroy” situated in the individual and
collective unconscious, Caillois draws on Freud’s Beyond the Pleasuve Principle
to invent the inertia of the élan vital, an instinct d’abandon as a kind of counter-
force to Bergsonian vitalism.* Whereas expenditure for Bataille is a strictly hu-
man phenomenon, Caillois extends it throughout all of nature, in a theoretical
gesture that suggests, albeit without citing, the tradition of German Romantic
Naturphilosophie.

In its assault on the Cartesian subject, I suggest that “Mimicry and Leg-
endary Psychasthenia” also pursues the dialogue with Bachelard’s New Science
initiated in A7t on Trial by Intellect. Focusing on this scientific dimension can

“Mimétisme et psychasthénie légendaire,” Minotaure 7 (1935): s~10.



illuminate Rosalind Krauss’s discussion of the “optical unconscious,” which
she defines as an avant-garde “projection of the way that human vision can be
thought to be less a master of all it surveys.” Her study locates an important
instance in “the group that formed around Bataille and his magazine Docu-
ments to conceive of doubling that would not be the generator of form. For ex-
ample, Roger Caillois on animal mimicry.” Caillois never participated in Doc-
uments (which was before his time), but Krauss is right to insist that Bataille’s
informe involved a “categorical, heterological [blur],” while for “Caillois it was
perceptual, or rather a function of the axis between perception and representa-
tion.”® This disjunction is precisely the question he implicitly puts to the eu-
phoric new rationalism of Bachelard, who claimed that despite the conceptual
difficulties of modern science, “one day, one realizes that one has understood.
What is the new light leading us to acknowledge the value of these sudden syn-
theses? An inexpressible clarity that puts security and happiness in our rea-
son.”® In 1937, Bachelard’s L’Experience de Uespace dans la physique contemporaine
attacked the “Realist,” who clung to a world defined through his geometrical
sense of “localization” in space, or of a “designated area in space,” his “onto-
logical center of gravity”: “Challenge him a bit. Make the point that we know
very little about this real which he claims to grasp as a given.”” Whereas
Bachelard sought to replace the empirical intuitions of Realism with the clar-
ity of New Science, Caillois argues that the “represented spaces” of modern
science inevitably “[undermine] . . . one’s sense of personality,” and he corre-
lates them with Minkowski’s psychiatric definition of schizophrenia, of “dark
space,” where the subject feels permeable to his surroundings.®
The most notable response to “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia”
came from Lacan. First presented the following year, “Le Stade du miroir”
(“The mirror-stage™), at least in its extant version of 1949, evokes Caillois’s
mimicry with regard to “psychological concepts” of mimicry, or “the problem
of the signification of space for a living organism.” Here, Lacan describes “how
Roger Caillois . . . illuminated the subject by using the terms legendary psy-
chasthenia to classify morphological mimicry as an obsession with space in its
derealizing effect.”® Perhaps less well known is Lacan’s review of Le Temps vécu
by Minkowski for the Recherches philosophiques of 1935-1936: “In our opinion,
the most original form of intuition of this book, although it is barely broached,
atthe end, [is] that of another space besides geometrical space, namely, the dark
space of groping, hallucination and music, which is the opposite of clear space,
the framework of objectivity. We think that we can safely say that this takes us
into the ‘night of the senses,’ that is, the ‘obscure night’ of the mystic.” 1

So too, “Mimicry and Legendary Psychasthenia” suggests a form of spatial
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or materialist mysticism, situated somewhere between Le Grand Jeu and Cail-
lois’s final meditation on stones.

MIMICRY AND LEGENDARY PSYCHASTHENIA

Beware: Whoever pretends to be a ghost will eventually turn into one.

Ultimately, from whatever angle one may approach things, the fundamental
question proves to be that of distinction: distinctions between what is real and
imaginary, between wakefulness and sleep, between ignorance and knowledge,
and so on. These are all distinctions, in short, that any acceptable project must
seek to chart very precisely and, at the same time, insist on resolving. Certainly,
no distinction is more pronounced than the one demarcating an organism
from its environment; at least, none involves a more acutely perceptible sense
of separation. We should pay particular attention to this phenomenon, and
more specifically to what we must still call, given our limited information, its
pathology (although here the term has a purely statistical meaning): namely,
the set of phenomena referred to as mimicry.

For a long time, and for various reasons (often not very good ones), biolo-
gists have liked to focus on these facts with all sorts of ulterior motives. Some
biologists sought to prove transformationism, which luckily has other founda-
tions; others sought to prove the knowing providence of the celebrated God
whose benevolence encompasses all of nature.!

Under these circumstances, a stringent method is absolutely necessary. First
and foremost, these phenomena must be classified with great rigor, for past ex-
perience has shown that they have been confused with each other for all sorts
of wrong reasons. As far as possible, one should even adopt a classification de-
riving from the phenomena themselves rather than from their interpretations,
which may well be biased and which, anyway, are almost always controversial
in every case. Therefore, I shall mention Giard’s two categories—but without
retaining them.? The first comprises offensive mimicry, meant to surprise one’s
prey, and defensive mimicry, either to hide oneself from an aggressor (conceal-
ing mimicry) or else to terrify the aggressor by means of one’s deceptive ap-
pearance (frightening mimicry). The second category comprises divect mim-

1. A. R. Wallace, Darwinism (1889); L. Murat, Les Merveilles du monde animal (1914).
2. Giard, “Sur le mimétisme et la ressemblance protectrice,” Arch. de Zool. exp. et gen. (1972)
and Bull. Scient. 20 (1888).
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icry, when the mimicking animal has an immediate interest in disguising itself,
and indirect mimicry, when animals from different species display “professional
resemblances,” as it were, due to some comon adaptation, or convergence.?

* * *

(This was originally followed by a summary study of the elementary or secondary
Sforms of mimicry, too lengthy to be included in the present article.)

* * *

It has been surmised that a harmless animal took on the guise of a formidable
one in order to protect itself. Consider, for example, the Trochilium butterfly
and the Vespa crabro wasp: both have the same smoky wings, the same legs and
brown antennae, the same abdomen and thorax with yellow and black stripes,
the same sturdy and noisy way of flying in broad daylight. Sometimes, the mi-
metic creature carries this further: for example, the Choerocampa elpenor cater-
pillar. This insect has two eye-shaped marks ringed with black on its first and
fifth sections; when it is disturbed, the front rings retract and the fourth ring
swells up sharply. It is claimed that the effect thus produced is a snake’s head
capable of tricking lizards and small birds, which are frightened by this brusque
apparition.* According to Weissmann, when the Smerinthus occellata (which,
like all sphinx moths, hides its lower wings in the state of repose) is in danger,
it suddenly reveals these wings, whose two big blue “eyes” on a red background
surprise and terrify the aggressor.®

With its wings outstretched, the butterfly thereby becomes the head of a
great bird of prey. Certainly the clearest example of this kind is the Caligo but-
terfly of the Brazilian forests, which Vignon described as follows: “There is a
bright spot surrounded by a palpebral ring, then overlapping circular rings of
irregularly colored little radial feathers, all of which perfectly imitates the
plumage of an owl, while the butterfly’s body corresponds to its beak.”% The

3. See also F. Le Dantec, Lamarckiens et Darwiniens, 3d ed. (Paris, 1908), 120 and following.

4. Cuénot, La Genése des especes animales (Paris, 1911), 470—473.

5. Weissmann, Vortrige siber Descendenztheorie, 1: 78—79. This terrifying transformation is
automatic. It may be compared to cutaneous reflexes, which do not always produce a color
change meant to hide the animal but sometimes end up giving it a terrifying appearance. A
cat’s fur bristles at the sight of a dog so that, because it is terrified, it becomes terrifying. Le
Dantec, who makes this observation (Lamarckiens . . ., 139), uses it to explain the human phe-
nomenon termed gooseflesh, which especially occurs at times of great fright. It has persisted,
even though the atrophy of the pilose system has made it obsolete.

6. . Vignon, Sur le matérialisme scientifigue ou mécanisme anti-téléologique (Revue de phil-
osophie, 1904), s62. See Giard, Traité d’entomologie, 3: 201; A. Janet, Les Papillons (Paris, 1902),
331-336.
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resemblance is so striking that the native inhabitants of Brazil nail the butterfly
to their barn-doors as a substitute for the animal it mimics.

It is all too clear that anthropomorphism plays a decisive role in the fore-
going cases: the resemblance exists solely in the eye of the beholder. The
objective phenomenon is the fascination itself. This is illustrated, in particular,
by the Smerinthus ocellata, which does not look like anything dangerous at
all. Only the eye-shaped markings come into play: the behavior of the native
Brazilian inhabitants simply serves to confirm this opinion. The “eyes” of the
Caligo should probably be correlated with the apotropaic Oculus indiviosus, the
evil eye that not only harms but can also protect once it has been turned against
the evil powers to which it naturally belongs, as an organ of fascination par
excellence.”

Here the anthropomorphic objection does not hold, for the eye is the ve-
hicle of fascination throughout the entire animal kingdom. With regard to the
tendentious claim of resemblance, on the contrary, the objection is decisive;
moreover, even from a human perspective, no resemblance in this group is fully
conclusive.

There are many examples of one form adapting to another (homomorphy).
Calappae resemble rolled pebbles; chlamydes, seeds; moenas, gravel; and palea,
sea wrack. The Phyllopteryx fish, from the Sargasso Sea, is merely a kind of “tat-
tered seaweed shaped in floating strips,” like the Antennarius and the Ptero-
phryné ® The octopus retracts its tentacles, curves its back, adapts its color, and
thus looks like a rock. The lower green-and-white wings of the Dawn-Pierid
simulate umbelliferae, and the dents, nodules, and stria ribs of the symbiotic
lichnea make it appear identical to the poplar tree bark on which it lives.

The Lithinus nigrocristinus of Madagascar and the Flatoides are indistin-
guishable from lichens.® Mantidae mimicry goes very far; with their feet sim-
ulating petals or else curling up into corolla, they look like flowers and imitate
the effect of the wind on these plants with a gentle mechanical swaying.!® The
Cilix compressa resembles bird excrement, and the Cerodeylus lacevatus of Bor-
neo, with its foliaceous, light olive-green outgrowths, seems a moss-covered

7. On the evil eye and animals that use fascination, sce Seligman’s famous work, Der bose
Blick und Verwandtes (Berlin, 1910) especially 2: 469. On the apotropaic use of the eye, see
P. Perdrizet, Negotium perambulans in tenebris (Publ. de la Fac. de Lettres de Strasbourg,
fasc. 6, Strasbourg, 1992).

8. Murat, Les Merveilles, 37-38; Cuénot, La Genese, 453.

9. Cuénort, fig. 114.

10. See also references in Roger Caillois, “La Mante religieuse,” Minotaure, no.s (1934): 26.
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stick. Everyone is familiar with the very leaf-like Phyllidae, which tend toward
the perfect homomorphy found in certain butterflies. Above all, the Oxydia
(see Rabaud’s Eléments, 112, fig. 54 ), which attaches itself perpendicularly to the
end of a branch and folds back its upper wings in a roof-like shape, thus look-
ing like an outermost leaf—this is enhanced by a thin, dark line stretching
across its four wings so as to simulate the leaf’s major vein.

Other species are even more perfected: their lower wings are equipped with
aloose appendage that they use as a leaf stalk, thereby gaining “a kind of access
to the plant kingdom.”!! Together the two wings on each side form the lance-
olate oval characteristic of the leaf; once again, a marking replaces the median
vein, although here the spot is longitudinal and extends from one wing to the
other. Thus, “the organo-motive force . . . must have skillfully cut out and
arranged each of the wings, since it thus creates a shape not independently
defined but rather in conjunction with the other wing.”!2 The chief examples
of this phenomena are the Coenophlebia archidona of Central America!® and the
different kinds of Kallima of India and Malaysia—which should be studied in
greater detail. Following the arrangement noted above, the underside of their
wings copies the leaf of their favorite landing site, the Nephelium longanum.
Furthermore, according to a naturalist employed in Java by the house of Kirby
and Company, London, to trade in these butterflies, each of the different Kal-
lima varieties (Kallima inachis, Kallima parallecta) frequents a particular kind
of shrub that it most closely resembles.!* The imitation displayed by these but-
terflies is worked out in the most minute details: their wings actually have gray-
green marks simulating the mildew on lichens. They also have shimmering ar-
eas that make them look like shredded, perforated leaves; they even have the
“sphaeriaceous kind of mold stains scattered on the leaves of these plants:
everything, even the transparent scars made by phytophagic insects, which
lay bare the translucent epidermis as they devour patches of the leaves’ paren-
chyma. The imitations are produced by pearly markings that correspond to
similar markings on the upper surface of the wings.”!>

¥* * *

These extreme cases have inspired numerous attempts at explanation, though
it should be said that none is fully adequate.

11. Vignon, Sur le matérialisme scientifique.

12. Ibid.

13. Delage and Goldsmith, Les Theories de Pévolution (Paris, 1909), 74, fig. 1.

14.. Murat, Les Merveilles, 30.

15. R. Perrier, Cours de zoolggie, sth ed. (Paris, 1912); quoted in Murat, Les Merveilles, 27-28.

94 THEORY AND THE THIRTIES



Even the phenomenon’s mechanism has not been elucidated. Of course, we
can note with E. L. Bouvier that ornamental additions are what make the mi-
metic species diverge from the normal types: “lateral expansions of the body
and appendages in the Phyllidae; sculpted upper wings in the Flatoides; pro-
tuberant growths on many geometer moth caterpillars, etc.”**But this is a sin-
gular misuse of the word “ornament”; above all, it describes rather more than
it explains. As for the idea of preadaptation (the theory that insects seek out en-
vironments harmonizing with the early stages of their dominant coloring,
or else that they adapt to the objects they most resemble), this is inadequate
when confronted with such fine-grained phenomena. Arguments resorting to
chance, even in Cuénot’s discerning way, are even more inadequate. Cuénot
first considers the case of certain Phyllidae of Java and Ceylon (Ph. siccifolium
and Ph. pulchrifolium). Their favorite habitat is the guava tree, whose leaves
they resemble owing to subterminal strangulation of their abdomens. And yet,
the guava tree is not a native plant but was imported from America.

So, if this example involves similarity, it is by accident. Unconcerned by
the exceptional—in fact, unique —nature of this occurrence, Cuénot suggests
that the likeness of the Kallima butterfly is equally produced by chance; that
it stems from the sheer accumulation of certain factors individually found in
nonmimetic species, where they are insignificant (an appendage shaped like a
leaf stalk, lanceolated upper wings, a median vein, transparent areas, and mir-
rors): “The similarity is thus achieved by compounding a certain number of
small details. These are all quite unremarkable and occur singly in neighboring
species; however, when combined, they produce an extraordinary imitation of
a dry leaf. The success of this imitation depends upon the individual insects,
which are all radically different. . . . This combination is just the same as any
other; it is only astonishing because it looks like a particular object.”!” Accord-
ing to the same author, the Urapteryx samqucaria geometer moth caterpillar is
likewise a combination just the same as any other, which unites a typical posture,
a particular skin color, tegumentary roughness, and the instinct to live on cer-
tain plants. But this is precisely the point. It is difficult to believe that such com-
binations are just the same as any other, for these details could all be brought to-
gether without becoming assembled, without jointly working toward some
specific resemblance. It is not the mere presence of such elements that is dis-

16. Bouvier, 146.

17. Cuénot, La Genese, 464. In the most recent edition of his work (1932), Cuénot questions
that this accumulation of small details could be directed by an “unknown factor” but still con-
tinues to view chance as the most likely hypothesis (252-253).

Surrealism and Its Environs 95



turbing and decisive; it is the fact of their mutual arvangement, their veciprocal

mapping.

Under the circumstances, it is best to adopt a risky hypothesis that could be
drawn from a remark by Le Dantec, which raises the possibility that certain
workings of the cutaneous organs in the Kallima ancestors might have enabled
them to simulate the blemishes on leaves.!® The imitative mechanism would
have disappeared after the acquisition of the morphological trait (in this case,
as soon as the likeness had been achieved), in accordance, then, with the very
law of Lamarck. Morphological mimicry could then be genuine photography,
in the manner of chromatic mimicry, but photography of shape and relief, on
the order of objects and not of images; a three-dimensional reproduction with
volume and depth: sculpture-photography, or better yet teleplasty, if the word
is shorn of all psychic content.

Certain more immediate reasons (and ones less vulnerable to the charge of
sophistry) prevent us from viewing mimicry as a defensive reaction. First, this
protection would solely serve against carnivores hunting by sight rather than
by smell, as is often the case. Moreover, carnivores usually do not bother with
motionless prey. Immobility would hence constitute a better defense in such
cases, and, indeed, insects do not fail to make use of feigned rigor mortis (far
from it).!® There are other methods as well. To make itself invisible, a butterfly
can simply use the tactics of the Satyrid asiaticus butterfly, whose lacquered
wings at rest form a single line almost without thickness, that is imperceptible
and perpendicular to the flower on which it lands; the line turns with its
observer, who thus perceives only this minimal surface.2’ The experiments of
Judd and Foucher have definitively settled the question.?! Predators are not at
all deceived either by homomorphy or homochromy: they eat acridians
blended into the foliage of oak trees, or weevils resembling tiny pebbles, which
are quite invisible to man’s naked eye. The phasmid Carausius morosus (which
uses its shape, color, and posture to simulate a plant twig) cannot be kept out
in the open because sparrows immediately discover and devour it. Generally
speaking, numerous remains of mimetic insects are found in the stomach of

18. Le Dantec, Lamarckiens, 143.

19. Cuénot, La Genése, 461.

20. Murat, Les Merveilles, 46.

21. “Judd, The Efficiency of Some Protective Adaptations in Securing Insects from Birds,”
The American Naturalist 33 (1899); 461; Foucher, Bull. soc. nat. acclim. (Fr. 1916).

96 THEORY AND THE THIRTIES



predators. So it should come as no surprise that these insects sometimes have
other, more effective means of protection. Conversely, some inedible species
(which therefore have nothing to fear) are mimetic. It seems we must therefore
conclude with Cuénot that this is an “epiphenomenon,” whose “usefulness as
a form of defense appears to be nil.”2?? Delage and Goldsmith had already
noted an “excessively high number of protective features” in the Kallima.??

We are therefore dealing with a luxury and even with a dangerous luxury, as
it does occur that mimicry makes the mimetic creature’s condition deteriorate:
geometer moth caterpillars so perfectly simulate shrub shoots that horticultur-
ists prune them with shears.?* The case of the Phyllidae is even more wretched.
They graze on each other, literally mistaking other Phyllidae for real leaves.?
Therefore, this could almost be viewed as some sort of collective masochism
culminating in mutual homophagy —with the imitation of the leaf serving as
an tncitement to cannibalism in this particular kind of totemic feast.

Such an interpretation is less gratuitous than it might seem. Indeed, certain
potentialities appear to subsist in man that strangely correspond to these phe-
nomena. Even setting aside the issue of totemism, which it would be far too
venturesome to address from this angle, there still remains the vast domain of
mimetic magic according to which like produces like, and which is more or less
the basis of all incantatory practice. It would be useless to rehearse every fact
at this point; they have been sorted and classified in the classic works of Tylor,
Hubert and Mauss, and Frazer. However, one important point should be men-
tioned: the correspondence successfully brought to light by these authors be-
tween the principles of magic and those governing the association of ideas. The
law of magic, Things that have once touched each other stay united, corresponds to
the principle of association by contiguity, just as the principle of association by
similarity precisely corresponds to the attractio similium of magic: Like produces
like > Hence, identical principles govern, on the one hand, the subjective as-

22. Cuénot, La Genese, 463. On the efficacy of mimicry, see Davenport, “Elimination of
Sclf-Colored Birds,” Nature 78 (1898): 101; also Doflein, “Uber Schutzanpassung durch Aehn-
lichkeit,” Biol. Centr. 28 (1908): 243; Pritchett, “Some Experiments in Feeding Lizards with
Protectively Coloured Insects,” Biol. Bull. 5 (1903): 271. See also the bibliography by Cuénot
in La Genése, 467.

23. Delage and Goldsmith, Les Théories de Uévolution, 74.

24. Murat, Les Merveilles, 36.

25. Murat; Bouvier, 142-143.

26. Naturally, the same correspondence exits between the association by opposites and the
law of magic: Opposites act on opposites. In cither domain, it is easy to reduce this case to one of
similarity.
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sociation of ideas and, on the other, the objective association of phenomena;
that is, on the one hand, the chance or supposedly chance links between ideas
and, on the other, the causal links between phenomena.?”

The crucial point is that “primitive” man still has an urgent inclination to
imitate, coupled with a belief in the effficacy of this imitation. Such an inclina-
tion remains quite strong in “civilized” man, for it persists as one of the two
processes whereby his thought pursues its course when left to itself. To avoid
overcomplicating the issue, I leave aside the general question of resemblance,
which is far from being explained and plays a role that is sometimes crucial in
emotional life and in aesthetics, where it is termed corvespondence.

* * *

This tendency, whose universality thus becomes hard to deny, might have been
the determining force behind the current morphology of mimetic insects, at a
time when their body was more plastic than it is today (as we must anyhow as-
sume, given the fact of transformationism). Mimicry could then accurately be
defined as an incantation frozen at its high point and that has caught the sorcerer
in his own trap. Let no one call it sheer madness to attribute magic to insects:
this novel use of terms should not hide the utter simplicity of the matter itself.
Prestige-magic and fascination: what else should we call the phenomena that
were all grouped under the very category of mimicry? (As noted above, they
were inaccurately classified because, in my opinion, the perceived similarities
can here be too readily reduced to anthropomorphism; however, without these
contestable cases and in their bare essentials such phenomena— or at least their
early stages—are certainly analogous to real mimicry.) I have already offered a
few examples of such phenomena (the Smerinthus ocellata, the Caligo, and the
caterpillar Choerocampa elpenor), which are significantly illustrated, as well, by
the mantis’s sudden revelation of its ocelli when in the spectral stance, seeking
to paralyze its prey.

In any event, resorting to the explanatory claim that magic always tends to
seek out resemblance simply provides us with an initial approximation, as this
too must be accounted for in turn. The search for similarity presents itself as a
means, if not as an intermediary. It seems that the goal is indeed to become as-
similated into the envivonment. And in this respect, instinct completes the work
of morphology: the Kallima symmetrically aligns itself with a real leaf, its lower

27. See H. Hubert and M. Mauss, “Esquisse d’une théorie générale de la magie,” Anneée so-
ciologique (Paris, 1904), 7: 61-73.
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wing appendage in the spot that a real leaf stalk would occupy. The Oxydia at-
taches itself perpendicularly to the tip of a branch, for the marks imitating the
median vein require it to do so. The Brazilian Cholia butterflies settle in a row
on little stalks so as to form bellflowers like those on lily of the valley sprigs, for
example.?8

It is thus a veritable lure of space.

Moreover, other phenomena work toward the same end, such as the so-
called protective coatings. Mayfly larvae craft themselves a sheath case from
twigs and gravel, and the Chrysomelid larvae use their own excrement in the
same way. The Oxyrhinchi crabs or sea spiders randomly pick seaweed and
polyps from their habitats and plant them on their shells. “The disguise seems
to be a purely automatic gesture,” for they garb themselves with whatever
comes along, even with the most conspicuous items (see the experiments of
Hermann Fol, 1886).2° Moreover, this behavior requires vision, for it occurs
neither at night nor after the ocular peduncles have been removed (experi-
ments of Aurivillius, 1889) —which once again suggests that what we have here
is a disorder of spatial perception.

In short, once we have established that mimicry cannot be a defense mech-
anism, then a disorder of spatial perception is the only thing it can be. Besides,
perceiving space is certainly a complex phenomenon, as it is impossible to dis-
sociate spatial perception and representation. In this respect, space is a double
dihedron continuously changing its size and location: 3 it is a dihedron of ac-
tion, with a horizontal plane determined by the ground and a vertical plane de-
termined by the person who is walking and thus pulling the dihedron along at
the same time; and it is also a dibedron of representation, shaped by the same hor-
izontal plane as before (which is represented, though, rather than perceived)
and cut by a vertical plane just where the object appears in the distance. Mat-
ters become critical with represented space because the living creature, the
organism, is no longer located at the origin of the coordinate system but is
simply one point among many. Dispossessed of its privilege, it quite literally
no longer knows what to do with itself. This clearly recalls crucial aspects of the

28. Murat, Les Merveilles, 37.

29. Bouvier, 147-151. The same conclusion holds true with regard to insects: “Insects that
disguise themselves need the contact of foreign bodies, and it scarcely matters what kind of
body produces the contact” (1s1).

30. See also L. Lavelle, La Perception visuelle de la profondenr (Strasbourg, 1921), 13.
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scientific outlook;?! indeed, it is noteworthy that modern science has been
producing increasing numbers of precisely such represented spaces: Finsler’s
spaces, Riemann-Christoffel’s hyperspace, abstract spaces, generalized spaces,
open, closed, dense, sparse, and so on. Under these conditions, one’s sense of
personality (as an awareness of the distinction between organism and envi-
ronment and of the connection between the mind and a specific point in space)
is quickly, seriously undermined. This, then, takes us into the realm of psycha-
sthenic psychology or, more specifically, of legendary psychasthenia, if we thus
term the disorder in the relationship between personality and space outlined
above.

In the present essay, I can offer only a rough survey of the question; besides,
Pierre Janet’s clinical and theoretical works are readily available to all. For now,
I shall primarily present a brief description of some personal experiences,
which fully concur, moreover, with the findings published in medical litera-
ture: for example, the fact that when asked where they are, schizophrenics in-
variably reply, I know where I am, but I dow’t feel that I am where I am.*? For dis-
possessed minds such as these, space seems to constitute a will to devour. Space
chases, entraps, and digests them in a huge process of phagocytosis. Then, it
ultimately takes their place. The body and mind thereupon become dissoci-
ated; the subject crosses the boundary of his own skin and stands outside of his
senses. He tries to see himself, from some point in space. He feels that he is turn-
ing into space himself—dark space into which things cannot be put. He is similar;
not similar to anything in particular, but simply simislar. And he dreams up
spaces that “spasmodically possess” him.

These expressions all bring to light one single process: depersonalization
through assimilation into space 3% In other words, what mimicry morphologically
brings about in certain animal species. The magical (such as it can really be
called without lexical misuse) ascendancy of night and of the dark, the fear of
darkness also probably derive from the threat they pose to the organism /envi-
ronment opposition. Minkowski’s analyses are invaluable in this regard: dark-
ness is not the mere absence of light; it has some positive quality. Whereas
bright space disappears, giving way to the material concreteness of objects,
darkness is “thick”; it directly touches a person, enfolds, penetrates, and even

31. One could almost claim that, for science, there is nothing but environment.

32. E. Minkowski, “Le Probléme du temps en psychopathologie,” Recherches philosophiques
(1932-33): 239.

33. The expressions are drawn from introspective notes made during an attack of “legend-
ary psychasthenia,” deliberately exacerbated for ascetic and interpretative reasons.
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passes through him. Thus the “selt is permeable to the dark but not to light”;
the feeling of mystery we experience at night probably stems from this. Min-
kowski, too, comes to speak of dark space and what is a near lack of distinction
between environment and organism: “Since dark space enfolds me from all
sides, and penetrates me much more deeply than does bright space, the role
played by the inner/outer distinction and thus by the sensory organs as well
(insofar as they enable external perception) is quite minimal.” 34

This assimilation into space is inevitably accompanied by a diminished
sense of personality and vitality. In any event, it is noteworthy that among
mimetic species, the phenomenon occurs only iz a single divection: the animal
mimics plant life (whether leaf, flower, or thorn) and hides or gives up those
physiological functions linking it to its environment.3® Life withdraws to a lesser
state. Sometimes, the identification is more than superficial: Phasmidae eggs
resemble seeds not only in shape and color but also in terms of their internal
biological structure.3® Moreover, cataleptic postures often help an insect’s in-
tegration into the other kingdom. Weevils remain motionless; the bacillary
Phasmidae let their long feet dangle —not to mention the vertical rigidity of
the geometer moth caterpillars, which inevitably evokes hysterical contrac-
tions.*” Conversely, doesn’t the mechanical swaying of the mantises seem like
atic?

In the literary domain, Gustave Flaubert, among others, seems to have
grasped the significance of this phenomenon, for La Tentation de Saint-Antoine
closes with the scene of a generalized mimicry to which the hermit himself suc-
cumbs: “Now there is no longer any distinction between plants and ani-
mals. . . . Insects resembling rose petals adorn a shrub. . . . And plants have be-
come confused with stones. Pebbles look like brains; stalactites like breasts;
and outcrops of iron veins like tapestries with decorative designs.” Thus wit-
nessing the interpenetration of the three natural kingdoms, Anthony in turn
falls prey to the lure of material space: he wants to disperse himself everywhere,
to be within everything, “to penetrate each atom, to descend into the heart
of matter—to be matter.” Although Flaubert emphasizes the pantheistic, even

34. E. Minkowski, “Le temps vécu,” in Etudes phénomeénologiques et psychopathologiques,
(Paris, 1933), 382~398: The question of hallucinations and spatial problem:s.

35. We have seen why it was appropriate to reject cases in which an animal imitated another
animal: the similarities were not clearly, objectively established and the phenomena involved
prestige-fascination rather than mimicry.

36. For the Phyllidae, see work done by Hennegay (188s).

37. Bouvier, 143.
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magisterial aspect of this descent into Hell, here it nonetheless appears as a form
of that process whereby space is generalized to the detriment of the individual,
unless we should evoke, using psychoanalytic language, the return to an orig-
inal insensate condition and prenatal unconsciousness—a mere question of
terminology.

Alook at the artistic domain reveals examples of similar phenomena. For in-
stance, there are the extraordinary motifs in Slovakian folk decoration, which
could equally well represent flowers with wings as birds with petals. And there
are Salvador Dali’s paintings from around 1930. Whatever the artist may say,
these men, sleeping women, horses, and lions (all of them invisible) result less
from paranoid ambiguities and multiple meanings than from the mimetic as-
similation of animate beings into the inanimate realm.3#

Undeniably, some of the preceding accounts are far from offering absolute
certainty. It might even seem reprehensible to compare such diverse types of
realities as the external morphology of certain insects (in the case of homo-
morphism) with the actual behavior of people from a specific kind of civiliza-
tion who may have a specific mode of thought (in the case of mimetic magic)
and with the basic psychological needs of people whose civilization and mode
of thought radically differ from theirs (in the case of psychasthenia). However,
I consider that comparing such different occurrences is not only legitimate (af-
ter all, it is hardly possible to condemn comparative biology) but quite indis-
pensable as soon as one addresses the obscure realm of unconscious determi-
nations. Besides, the solution I have proposed covers nothing that could alarm
a rigorous mind. It simply suggests that alongside the instinct of self-preserva-
tion that somehow attracts beings toward life, there proves to be a very wide-
spread instinct d’abandon attracting them toward a kind of diminished exis-
tence; in its most extreme state, this would lack any degree of consciousness or
feeling at all. I am referring, so to speak, to the inertia of the élan vital.

* * *

This is the perspective in which it may be acceptable to find a common origin
for both mimetic phenomena—biological and magical**—as well as the psy-
chasthenic experience, as the facts anyway seem to dictate one themselves. That
origin is the appeal of space, which is just as elementary and mechanical as a tro-
pism. Under its influence life seems to lose ground, to blur the line between

38. Salvador Dali, La Femme visible (Paris, 1930), 15.

39. This parallel will seem justified if we consider that an instinct is produced by biological
necessity. Or, failing that, the same necessity provides a type of imagination capable of filling
the same role, that is, triggering similar behavior in the subject.

102 THEORY AND THE THIRTIES



organism and environment as it withdraws, thereby pushing back in equal mea-
sure the bounds within which we may vealize, as we should, according to Pythago-
ras, that natuve is everywhere the same.*°

40. In this rapid survey, I have had to omit certain related questions, such as obliterative
coloring and flash coloring (see also Cuénot, La genése des especes animales, 3d ed., 1932). I have
also omitted several discussions of secondary interest, for example, the connection between
the instinct of giving up, such as I define it, and the death instinct defined by psychoanalysts.
Above all, I have had to limit my examples. But here one need only refer to the striking and
turbulent pages of P. Vignon’s Introduction & la biologie expérimentale (Paris, 1930, Encycl. Biol.,
8: 310-459), and to the numerous accompanying illustrations. Readers will be especially in-
terested in the section on the mimicry of caterpillars (362 and following); of mantises (374 and
following); and of the grasshopper leaves (Pterochrozes) of Tropical America (422-459). The
author shows that if mimicry is in each case a defense mechanism, it far exceeds its goal: it is
“hypertelic.” He therefore concludes that this is an infraconscious activity (one can follow him
up to this point), pursuing a strictly aesthetic, decorative goal: “this is elegant, this is beauti-
ful” (400). There is hardly any need to dispute such anthropomorphism. In any event, I my-
self have nothing against the attempt to reduce the aesthetic instinct to the tendency to become
transformed into an object or space. But is that really what M. Vignon intends?
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Introduction to “Review of L’Homume, cet inconnu,
by Dr. Alexis Carrel”

Alexis Carrel (1873-1944) was a French surgeon and cellular biologist who
worked at the Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research in New York from
1906 until his retirement in 1939. His study, L’ Homme, cet inconnu (Man, this
unknown being; 1935), was a worldwide best-seller at the time, giving French
expression to American eugenic theories—here as applied to the reproduction
of elites. According to the current Dictionnaire des intellectuels frangais, Carrel
was “obsessed by the degeneration of ‘the civilized races’ and influenced by
neo-Lamarckian doctrine. . . . L’Homme cet inconnu aims to establish a ‘Science
of man’ that would synthesize the different kinds of available knowledge and
be entrusted to a ‘hereditary biological aristocracy of scientists.””! Carrel
sought to implement this “science de ’homme” (science of man) at the Fon-
dation Frangaise pour I’Etude des Probléemes Humains (French Foundation
for the Study of Human Questions, named Fondation Carrel), which Vichy
created by decree in November 1941.

Caillois’s brief review shows that his focus on biology as the basis for any
study of man and the imagination did not lead him straight into the arms of
biologizing sociology but actually left him quite vigilant with regard to the
role of biological and racial discourse in the political sphere. His objections
to Nazism at the time of the College of Sociology were specifically focused
against a doctrine founded on biological and racial distinction. Even though
his anti-Hitler strategies of the late 1930s always privileged some form of so-
ciopolitical elite (as in “The Winter Wind”), Caillois defined this as a meritoc-
racy whose elective structure defied the principle of a biological “hereditary
aristocracy.” A measure of his intellectual free-spiritedness can be seen in the
concern voiced by Jean Paulhan, editor of the Nouvelle revue francaise, where
the review appeared, about his vitriolic attack. “I am somewhat bothered about
Carrel,” Paulhan wrote his protégé on January 15, 1936. “I am sure that you are
right, and yet, given all the talk (and favorable talk) about the book, I wish that

Review of L’Homme, cet inconnu, by Dr. Alexis Carrel, Nouvelle revue francaise (March 1936):
438-439.



you could be right with a little more proof. . . . Couldn’t you develop and spec-
ify your objection to the work?”?2

REVIEW OF L’HOMME CET INCONNU,
BY DR. ALEXIS CARREL

This work addresses with shocking mediocrity a topic that deserved better.
Few are as convinced as I that a thorough biological study of man could bring
about decisive gains. Nothing, not even psychoanalysis, will prove to be more
fundamentally researched. Nor is anything more likely to open up novel and
yet well-founded paths for investigation. So it is a shame that the first exhaus-
tive study of the question should turn out to be so intellectually crude that it
seems designed to discourage rather than to stimulate any interest. Why spend
so many pages recalling that Weber’s law is not entirely accurate; that conva-
lescents improve with a change in climate; that hope engenders action—and all
sorts of propositions that make the wisdom of the ages suddenly seem like a se-
ries of mysterious hints and unfathomable paradoxes?

The work’s final section seeks nothing less than to reform civilization and
society. Here, we might well praise a certain open-mindedness, except for the
fact that the author very quickly becomes irresponsible. On page 361, he writes:
“Present-day proletarians owe their status to inherited intellectual and physi-
cal defects” (sancta simplicitas). And he suggests that this state of affairs should
be accentuated through appropriate measures, so as to correlate social and bi-
ological inequalities more precisely. Society would then be directed by a he-
reditary aristocracy composed of descendants from the Crusaders, the heroes
of the Revolution, the great criminals, the financial and industrial magnates
(p- 360). On the contrary, a few pages later, and seemingly unaware of this sud-
den about-face, he considers doing away with the proletariat by requiring that
all young people perform a stint of compulsory factory work (p. 385).

Enough. One almost regrets the printing press when we watch it adding
such extravagant notions (that lack even the courtesy of mutual respect) to
views that are already far too widespread. This work was very favorably re-
ceived on the whole. But the reasons here are not those that would induce one
to revise a severe judgment; nor are they themselves worth taking into account.
The fact that certain people discovered biology in this book and others some
means of political propaganda neither confirms nor detracts from its worth.
For in these matters, the enthusiasm of both incompetence and self-interest
are equally unacceptable. Besides, the work might focus attention, after all, on
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man’s physical conditioning and encourage further study of the basic biologi-
cal forces involved in the individualization of any living organism within an
inanimate environment. These forces, similar to the laws governing fluid equi-
librium, determine the tendencies causing the organism’s creation, growth,
and reproduction, as well as its return to an initial state of equilibrium. We still
await that general theory of instincts, initiated in part by Moll and Weissmann,
which already proves capable of explaining the most apparently baffling psy-
chological flaws while resorting solely to such simple principles as, for example,
contraction and dilation, tumescence and detumescence, paroxysm and re-
lease. The title of Dr. Carrel’s work seemed to promise more from such types
of studies than a vapid display of elementary knowledge. Too bad it was merely
an advertisement.
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Introduction to “The Function of Myth”

By 1935, Caillois was confronting the issue of sociopolitical militancy in Con-
tre-Attaque by turning to Sorel (see introduction). His discussion of effica-
cious mythical crystallization as a “powerful investment of emotion” recalls the
myth of the general strike in Reflections on Violence: “a body of images capable
of evoking instinctively all the sentiments which correspond to the different
manifestations of the war undertaken by Socialism against modern Society.
Strikes have engendered in the proletariat the noblest, deepest, and most mov-
ing sentiments that they possess; the general strike groups them all in a coor-
dinated picture, and, by bringing them together, gives to each one of them its
maximum of intensity. . . . We thus obtain that intuition of Socialism which
language cannot give us with perfect clearness—and we obtain it as a whole,
perceived instantaneously.”! However, to the very real pressure by Bataille and
the Surrealists to wield myth as an immediate political tool, Caillois’s essay
brings a note of scholarly calm and rigor.? This first draft of what would be-
come the “sacred as transgression” in Man and the Sacred describes collective,
Dionysian festival and myth as a means of preserving the archaic social order.
Caillois’s use of the term “function” reflects the social order of Mauss’s “total
social fact” (see introduction), and his proto-structualist theory of mythical
logic or coherence should be read as a response to the theories of Lévy-Bruhl
and Dumézil in particular.

In 1969, Caillois’s eulogy for Dumézil stressed that his teacher had always
related mythology to ritual and other forms of cultural expression, and that his
comparative mythology constituted a dynamic system. Here, “flexibility, tied
to erudition, culminates in a dizzying exercise of open classification, of con-
quering taxonomy, which is always in jeopardy but never at a loss. It is a fore-
gone conclusion that every aberration can be reduced to the system.” This
confirmed Caillois’s particular intellectual vein, “my taste for such a form of
uncertain stability. He move than anyone else first gave me the idea that the realm
of the imagination had some kind of coberence.”? In 1950, Etiemble had already

2% «

pinpointed for Les Temps modernes the seductive aspect of Dumézil’s “coher-

ent” sociocultural systems for those, such as he and Caillois, who were impa-

“Fonction du mythe,” in Le Mythe et Phomme (Paris: Gallimard, 1938), 13-32.



tient with Surrealism. Evoking Dumézil’s tamous schema of triadic order link-
ing divinities and social function in Indo-European thought, Etiemble flip-
pantly wrote: “And so we understood: Ramnes, Tities, Luceres, you might as
well say: brahmanes, kshatriya, vaigya, the three blocks of the Vedic order, or
to put it differently, if I’ve got it right: Mitra-Varuna=Odin=Jupiter-Fides=
Romulus-Numa=Brahmanes=Flamines=Ramnes. . . . Which strikes me as
infinitely more beautiful than the encounter on an operating table between an
umbrella and one or two sewing machines.”* Caillois’s more earnest theoreti-
cal ambition in this regard was apparent from a review of Krappe’s Mythologie
universelle for the Nouvelle revue frangaise of April 1936, a work that inspired him
to dream of transcending thematic analogy in search of mythological “struc-
ture”: a “sort of underlying identity between the elements that would be more
architectonic than imaginative. . . . a universal mythology . . . which would
merely outline the framework of a synthetic construction as Newton and
Mendeleyev have done in other domains.”®

Caillois’s “mythical complex” has a more modest ambition: to transpose the
objective ideggram into the sphere of mythology, as an overdetermined repre-
sentation with a biological and social ground. Once again, this natural motor
is anti-Darwinian and nonutilitarian, but now Caillois has also read Nietz-
sche.® To self-destructive instincts in insects corresponds Nietzsche’s orgiastis-
che Selbstvernichtung (orgiastic self-destruction) in man, and the specific psy-
chological drive of myth is humiliation or ressentiment at the social order, which
induces the mythical hero to break the zaboo, and the participant to identify
with this “guilty” superman. (Man and the Sacred will list Napoleon, Faust,
and Don Juan as modern mythical heroes.) Drawing on Dumézil’s compara-
tive mythology, Caillois argues that myth is always coordinated with collective
ritual, such as festival, granting participants a real and not solely imagined sat-
isfaction. He also devises a vast system for mythical plots composed by two in-
tersecting axes: situations and heroic characters. This clearly challenges Freud’s
psychoanalytic anthropology of the universal Oedipal complex described in
Totem and Taboo.

But what was the relation between the archaic past and the present? Mauss
had concluded his Essai sur le don on the contemporary evanescence of such

<«

gift-giving patterns by cautiously noting that, perhaps, “by studying these ob-
scure aspects of social life, we might be able somewhat to elucidate the path
that our nations— their morality as well as their economy—should pursue.””
Caillois’s study of myth likewise notes the post-Enlightenment repression of
Dionysian effervescence, which is vestigially present, he claims, among indi-
viduals utterly alienated from the social order. How such “instinctual and psy-
chological potentials” should be effectively resocialized, and in a way proper to
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myth’s coherence and logic, is a possibility Caillois merely raises; it is not one
for which he provides any blueprint. His review at this time of Lord Raglan’s
Le Tabou de Pinceste was equally wary of applied anthropology. Caillois does
confirm that such studies of human “fundamental yearnings,” however “blood-
thirsty and disorderly,” had great political relevance: “For an act to be more
than agitation, it must know how to strike only at the sensitive points.” None-
theless, he argued, careful scrutiny was required prior to any practical use:
“Full light must be brought to bear on these issues: not to reduce but to dis-
cern, if need be to exalt.” And it could be a slow process: “Therefore there is
very much to be gained—perhaps only in the long run, to be sure—from works
such as that of Lord Raglan.”8

In my opinion, Caillois was thus resisting the call to anthropological arms
of Bataille’s Contre-Attaque. Moreover, Bataille’s ecstatic writings on myth
throughout the 1930s—from Mithra to Acéphale, as it were—differ dramati-
cally from “The Function of Myth,” which does not dwell on sacrifice, blood-
shed, or death. Here is hardly what Bataille would call Nietzschean “tragedy”
when laying the foundations for Acéphale.® Although Bataille’s “The Sor-
cerer’s Apprentice” at the College of Sociology echoed Caillois when discuss-
ing “myth ritually lived,” his sense of how this “reveals no less than the true be-
ing” and “total existence” is quite far afield from the Maussian “total social
fact.”1° Nor, for that matter, did the “dangerous” transgression he would de-
scribe after the war in Literature and Evil, in which he explicitly rejected any
such social function: “Only literature could reveal the process of breaking
the law —without which the law would have no purpose— independently of the
need to create order. Literature cannot assume the task of regulating collective
necessity.” 1!
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THE FUNCTION OF MYTH

Et protégeant tout seul ma mere Amaléeyte
Je resséme a ses pieds les dents du vieux dragon.

— Gérard de Nerval, “Antéros,” Les Chimeres!

It would seem that the capacity to invent or experience myths has not been re-
placed by that of accounting for them. At least, one must admit that exegetical
attempts have almost always been disappointing. Just as time produced differ-
ent cities of Troy, so too it indiscriminately compiled the strata of their ruins.
This stratification is very instructive, nonetheless; a vertical slice could well re-
vea] the broad outlines of some structure.

In this field, one major surprise is the great diversity of the phenomena that
have to be analyzed. It seems that no single explanatory principle ever works
twice in a row —from the same perspective and to the same extent. One almost
wonders whether each myth might not require its own particular principle. As
if each myth were an irreducibly unique structure, fully consubstantial with its
explanatory principle, so that the latter could hence not be detached from it
without suffering a major loss of density and scope. In any case, to view the
world of myths as homogeneous and capable of being resolved by one single
key, this is the idle fancy of a mind always intent to find the Same beneath the
Other, the one beneath the many—but in this case, far too pressed for quick
results. However, here as elsewhere, the result (when it can be foreseen
through deduction, or when it is arbitrarily set in advance) matters less than
the actual path taken to determine it.

In any event, it is certain that myth, positioned at the apex of society’s su-
perstructure and the mind’s activity, by nature answers to the most varied de-
mands, and simultaneously so. Therefore, they are imbricated within myth in
a way that is inevitably very complex. An analysis of myth based on a single ex-
planatory system, however well-founded, should and hence does leave us with
a sensc of insuperable inadequacy; in response, it is tempting to at once attrib-
ute a crucial importance to this irreducible residue.

Each system is thus true on account of what it suggests, and false on account
of what it excludes; and the claim to total explanation can quickly propel the

1. [“And while I, all alone, protect my mother, Amaléeyte / T sow afresh at her feet the old
dragon’s teeth.” This poem is about Anteros, who, like Eros, was the son of Venus and Mars:
Eros was the god of love; Anteros, that of passion. Nerval’s poem begins: “You ask why there’s
so much rage in my heart / And why my flexible neck sports an untamed head” (Gérard de Ner-
val, Ocuvres completes, ed. and intro. Albert Béguin and Jean Richer [Paris: Gallimard, 1960],
1:4).—Ed.]
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system into a state of interpretative delirium, as occurred with the solar theo-
ries (Max Miiller and his disciples), the astral theories (Stucken and the pan-
Babylonic school), and, more recently, with the deplorable psychoanalytic en-
deavors (C. G. Jung, etc.). For that matter, such interpretative delirium may
be quite legitimate in these fields; it may even occasionally seem like an effec-
tive method of research. Even so, it is still extremely dangerous, precisely be-
cause it seeks to be exclusive. This practice of research no longer involves
checking a principle against every datum and keeping it sufficiently supple so
that it can be enriched by the very resistance it encounters, in such a way that
a certain exchange process during the course of analysis allows the principle
gradually to master the object it is explaining. It is merely a matter of adapting
the diversity of facts to a rigidly ossified principle that is held to be necessary
and sufficient a priori. This is done by force and through a process of abstrac-
tion that divests phenomena of their specific features and, hence, of their basic
reality. Furthermore, it is clear that mechanically extending an explanatory sys-
tem ultimately makes it unable to determine anything with any kind of accu-
racy; it thus loses any explanatory function. In short, it is undermined. None-
theless, if we take into account such lapses of intellectual judgment (that is, if
we exclude those cases where an explanation is replaced by the forced adequa-
tion of fact to principle, and also where an explanatory principle is incorrectly
deemed effective outside of its specific sphere of influence), it remains that no
prior efforts in the realm of mythological exegesis deserve to be condemned
without recall.

Each of these efforts applied to myths an increasingly fine-grained network
of determinations, thus bringing to light the circumstances of their origin—
involving such various factors as nature, history, society, and man himself. I
shall not here chart the successive schools of thought, nor survey them criti-
cally once again. For that, one need only refer to the works that have already
dealt with the topic with varying degrees of success.? It is enough for now to
suggest the structural pattern of their evolution, which, broadly speaking,
seems to proceed from the outer to the inner. Natural phenomena constitute the
first level of determinations: the sun’s daily course, the moon’s phases, eclipses,
and storms, all of these form a sort of outer casing, as it were, for myths. This
material basis was universal; however, it did not have much direct influence.
One should certainly not conclude that mythology is a kind of poetic transla-

2. See also J. Réville, Les Phases successives de Phistosre des religions (Paris, 1909); O. Gruppe,
Geschichte der Klassischen Mythologie und Religionensgeschichte (Leipzig, 1921), H. Pinard de la
Boullaye, L’Etude comparée des religions (Paris, 1922-1925).
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tion of atmospheric phenomena?®—following Schlegel, who defined it as a “hi-
eroglyphic expression of environing nature transfigured by the imagination
and love.”* Natural phenomena function only as a frame, and should merely be
viewed as an initial tervestrial conditioning® of the “myth-making faculty” [ fornc-
tion fabulatrice] if not of the soul.® History, geography, and sociology each pro-
vide their own, convergent definitions of the circumstances in which myths
originated and evolved. Aspects of physiology also illuminate the smallest de-
tails, from the mythology of nightmares to that of sneezing and yawns.” One
can even determine the laws of mythical thinking and thereby delineate the
psychological necessities of its structure.® It would be childish to deny that
these different disciplines have made very important contributions. Mythical
exegesis certainly has much to gain by drawing on historical and sociological
data, in particular, and by using this to found its interpretations. Here, surely,
lies the path to salvation. Historical and social facts constitute the essential cas-
ing of myths. And let us recall that research has been pursuing this direction
ever more exclusively and with increasing success. Enough said. Its value is
immediately obvious to anyone who is at all familiar with the works and meth-
ods of contemporary mythography. Nonetheless, despite all these efforts and

3. Likewise, one cannot seriously imagine that mythology represents a science that is re-
ferred to or expressed in allegorical fashion. Admittedly, it may be that Plato’s supposed myths
fulfill this role; but no one would consider confusing them with real mythology, mythology
that is “finality without an end.” Just as no one would designate as a myth the fiction of
infinitely flat, curved beings, which currently serves to help us imagine a four-dimensional uni-
verse in expositions of relativistic physics.

4. Schlegel, Rede siber die Mythologie und Symbolische Anschauunyg.

5. The term comes from C. G. Jung. See Essais de psychologie analytique.

6. [The term “fonction fabulatrice” was coined by Henri Bergson in Deux sources de la mo-
rale et de la religion (Paris: Ferdinard Alcan, 1932); I’ve used the translation found in Henri
Bergson, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, trans. R. Ashley Audra, Cloudesley Brere-
ton, and W. Horsfall Carter (1935; Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press,
1977)—Ed.]

7. See also W. H. Roscher, Ephialtes, Eine pathologische-mythologische Abhandlung tiber die
Alptriiume und Alpdimonen der klassischen Altertums (Abbandl. der ph. hist. kl. d. kgl/Séachs.
Gesell. der Wiss., XX, ii, Leipzig, 1900); P. Saintyves. L’Eternuement et le baillement dans la
magie, Pethnographie et le folklore médical (Paris).

8. See also the works of Cassirer and L. Lévy-Bruhl. More boldly, Victor Henry writes:
“Myth certainly predates man: for an organism endowed with some degree of consciousness,
any apperception of an external fact is a potential myth. For the brain of a higher animal, the
universe is expressed as a series of myths, that is, of instantaneous representations that vanish
as soon as they occur. The more that memory and consciousness establish connections be-
tween these visual flashes of the non-self, the more the myth defines and asserts itself, and the
animal climbs higher in the scale of beings.” La Magie dans VInde antique (Paris, 1904) 242, n.1.
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their remarkable results, there still remains an undeniable sense of some gap.
Although we can see how the aforementioned determinations—natural, his-
torical, or social —have all acted upon myths, the sufficient cause of this process
is still a mystery. In other words, these determinations can operate only from
the outside. They are the outer components of mythology, if you like. Yet to any-
one who has some knowledge of myths, it appears that they are also driven from
within by a specific structure of autoveproduction and autocrystallization that is both
its own motor and its own syntax. Myth results from these two converging strands
of determinations; it is the site of their mutual limitations and competing
strengths. It is produced by the process whereby an inner necessity takes ac-
count of the outer demands and phenomena that offer, impose, or arrange
matters—those demands and phenomena that, in the absence of any counter-
weight and despite our constant sense of frustration, have always generally
seemed sufficient to furnish an adequate explanation of myths (barring any
new information).

Nonetheless, they avoid the crux of the question: Why do myths have such
an effect on sensitivity? What emotional needs are they meant to fulfill? What
kinds of gratification are they supposed to provide? For after all, there was a
time when entire societies believed in them and enacted them through ritual.
And even now that they are dead, myths still continue to excite and cast their
shadow on the imagination of mankind. Despite its erroneous ways, psycho-
analysis must be given credit for having addressed the topic. As we know, its
efforts were fruitless on the whole. It produced results that would be most
blessed by eternal silence, given its need to transpose onto the analysis of
myths, and by any means, an explanatory principle that could not even cover
all aspects of psychology; its blind, mechanical use of an idiotic symbolic sys-
tem; its complete unawareness of the problems specific to mythology; and
its inadequate documentation, which allowed for amateurish carelessness. But
one should not cite the failures of its faithful in order to refute the doctrine.
The fact is that psychoanalysis posed the problem in all of'its force, and that by
defining the processes of displacement, condensation, and overdetermination
it laid the foundations for a valid logic of the affective imagination. Above all,
through the concept of a complex, it brought to light a profound psychologi-
cal reality that might have a crucial role to play in the particular instance of ex-
plaining myths.

In any event, it certainly seems that this is the path to pursue to grasp the
ultimate function of myths; that, venturing beyond psychoanalysis itself, we
must look to biology and, if need be, interpret the meaning of such phenom-
ena through their repercussions in the human psyche as presented by psychol-
ogy. Comparing the most perfected examples of the two divergent evolutions

116 THEORY AND THE THIRTIES



in the animal kingdom (which respectively lead to man and to insects), it seems
acceptable to seek correspondences between the two, and especially between
the behavior of the one and the mythology of the other. Particularly so if, as M. Berg-
son would have it, mythical representation (a quasi-hallucinatory image) is
meant to provoke, in the absence of instinct, the behavior that instinct itself
would have triggered.® But this cannot involve élan vital or anything of the
kind. Instinct is by no means in every case a force of salvation or preservation,
nor does it always have a pragmatic effect of protection of defense. Mythology
is beyond (or falls short of, if you prefer) the force impelling a being to sustain
itself; it is beyond the instinct of self-preservation. Rationalism is responsible
for this kind of a priori utilitarian view or, more exactly, the hypothesis that all
living phenomena have a utilitarian end. Yet, as far as I know, rationalism has
not yet resorbed mythology. And it can only do so by giving ground, either mod-
ifying itself or else extending itself by virtue of that osmotic equilibrium that,
as noted above, always tends to become established between what is being ex-
plained and what is doing the explaining.!® Myths are definitely not guardrails
set up at each dangerous curve to prolong the life of the individual or of the
human species.!! To invoke the testimony of a man who certainly had some
exact (philological) knowledge of mythology, let us recall that Nietzsche’s or-
Jiastische Selbstvernichtung assumed a whole gamut of exigencies oriented in the
very opposite direction. In any case, this is a far cry from the all too renowned
instinct of self-preservation.
Having thus clarified the general connections among mythology’s basic de-

9. Henri Bergson, Les Deux sources de la morale et de la veligion (Paris, 1932), 110 and follow-
ing. It is hardly necessary to recall that for M. Bergson, it makes all the difference that man 1s
governed by intelligence and the insect by instinct. Which amounts to saying, according to
him, that “actions are pre-formed in the nature of insects, whereas only their function is pre-
formed in man” (110).

10. Of course, this transformation, this adaptation, will not make rationalism stop being ra-
tionalism and from opposing as such a certain number of viewpoints. For it will never aban-
don any aspect of its fundamental axioms: determinism, internal systematization, the principle
of economy, prohibition of recourse to any exteriority, etc. Utilitarianism derives far more
from positivism than from rationalism, and rationalism could only benefit by excluding it from
its axiomatics. For that matter, the work of science is directed toward the elimination of any
final explanation.

11. On the contrary, there do exist instincts harmful to the individual and even to the spe-
cies; for example, those found in certain species of ants, which feed the parasites that bring
about their destruction. See also the articles by H. Piéron, “Les Instincts nuisibles a Pespece
devant les théories transformistes,” Scientia, 9 (1911): 199 and following; “Les Problemes ac-
tuelles de Pinstinct,”Revue philosophique (1908): 329-369; Bulletins et mémoives de la Société d’an-
thropologte 4(1908): 503—539. A critical account of the problem and bibliography are also to be
found in the classical work by W. Morton Wheeler, Les Soci¢tes d’insectes (Paris, 1926).
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terminations, let us consider its structure. Here we find two systems of myth-
making: a form of vertical integration and a form of horizontal integration (if it is
not too bold to define this state of affairs using terms borrowed from eco-
nomics). These entail two complementary frameworks, the interferences of
which are relatively free (that is, anecdotal) because they seem to reflect only
mythology’s outer (historical) determinations rather than its inner (or psycho-
logical) necessities. This might explain why a certain mythical theme is never
exclusively linked to one particular hero, and why, on the contrary, the con-
nections between heroes and themes are readily rearranged.

It then becomes possible to distinguish the mythology of situations from the
mythology of heroes. Mythical situations can be interpreted as the projection of
psychological conflicts (that generally cover psychoanalytic complexes). The
hero can be interpreted as the projection of the individual subject himself: an
ideal, compensatory image that imparts grandeur to his humiliated soul. Indeed, a
person is subject to psychological conflicts that naturally vary in accord with
the civilization and kind of society to which he belongs (and do so to different
degrees, depending on their type). He is usually unaware of these conflicts be-
cause they tend to be caused by the social structure itself and by the constraints
thus imposed on his elementary desires. For this very reason, and all the more
critically so, the individual cannot possibly escape these conflicts, for this
would require an act that society, and hence he himself, have forbidden—in-
deed, his own conscience is strongly marked by and in some sense guarantees
social prohibitions. As a result, be is paralyzed before the taboo act and will entrust
the task of carrying it out to the hero.

Before addressing this aspect of the question, I would like to show through
examples that not only folktale themes but also mythical themes, strictly speak-
ing, can be reduced to dramatic situations that, in essence, materialize certain
crystallizations of psychological virtualities within a specific context. There is, for ex-
ample, the situation of Oedipus, who has murdered his father and married his
own mother; or of Hercules, enslaved by Omphale. There is Polycrates, who
throws his ring into the sea to ward off the dangers of excess happiness. One
thinks of Abraham, Jephthah, and Agamemnon, kings who sacrifice their
progeny; of Pandora, the artificial woman and the Giftmidchen [poison-
maiden]. In any event, the very concepts of hubris and nemesis, which play such
an important role in mythology, provide direct examples of this.!?

We may now give its full sense to the concept of the hero, which is funda-
mentally implicated in the very existence of mythical situations. By definition,

12. Not only in Greek mythology: these two complementary concepts seem to outline the
central constellation of all mythical psychology.
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the hevo is the one who can resolve these situations, with an outcome that is either suc-
cessful or unsuccessful. For an individual most suffers from the fact that he can
never escape the conflict in which he is emmeshed. Any solution seems desir-
able, however violent or dangerous, but because of social prohibitions it is also
impossible, even more in a psychological than physical sense. Therefore, he
delegates the hero in his place—and by nature, the hero is one who violates
prohibitions. If he were human, he would be guilty, and as a mythical figure he
still remains so. He is still tainted by his deed, and his purification—when
called for—1is never complete. But in the special light of myth, that is, of grandenr,
he stands unconditionally justified.'® The hero is thus the one who resolves the
conflict with which the individual is struggling: whence his superior right not
so much to crime as to guslt. The function of this ideal guilt is to pander to the
person who desires it without being able, however, to assume it himself.'
Yet people cannot always be gratified with mere illusion; they must have the
actual deed. That 1s, a person cannot forever restrict himself to virtually iden-
tifying with the hero, to an ideal satisfaction. Beyond that, he must have the ex-
perience of real identification and actual gratification. This is why myth is usu-
ally seconded by ritual, for although the violation of an interdiction may be
required, it is only allowed in a mythical atmosphere, and ritual is what grants
access to this. Here, we can discern the essence of festival: # is a licensed form of
excess whereby an individual is dramatized and thus turns into the hero *® Ritual re-
alizes the myth and allows people to experience it. This is why we find that
myth and ritual are so frequently united; in fact, they are indissociable, and
their divorce has always brought abour their decline. Detached from ritual,

13. On the relationship between myth and the concept of grandeur, see R. Kassner, Les Elé-
ments de la grandeur humaine, French trans. (Paris,1931), 92 and following. The essential idea
is that grandeur must be defined as having a power of transmutation in ethical matters. When
it affects guilt, this remains guilt but appears superior to the principle by virtue of which it is
guilt. In this particular sense (which, I should add, is not Kassner’s), grandeur is certainly the
finality of myth.

14. It indulges more than it purifies: Aristotelian catharsis is definitely a notion that is too
optimistic.

15. Excess as a feature of festivals and rituals has long been recognized. Freud simply echoes
a classical definition when he writes: “A festival is an excess that is allowed, even decreed; the
solemn violation of a prohibition. People do not commit excesses because they are joyfully pre-
disposed to do so on account of some dictate: excess is inherent in the very nature of festival.”
Totem and Taboo, French trans. (Paris, 1924), 194. At present, all the movements that show
mythological characteristics display a real hypertrophy of this festival or ritual function. Thus,
the Hitlerian movement and the Ku Klux Klan, in which punitive rituals are clearly designed
to give their members “that brief zvvesse which an inferior man cannot conceal when for a few
moments he feels powerful and frightening.” See John Moffatt Mecklin, The Ku Kiux Klan,
French trans. (Paris, 1934). Moreover, it is certain that the representation of an “Invisible
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myth loses most of its exalting force—its capacity to be lived—if not its raison
d’étre. It has become mere literature, like most Greek mythology of the Classi-
cal era, as transmitted by the poets —irremediably adulterated and normalized.

Yet, the relationship of literature and mythology cannot emerge in its true
light until we have first defined mythology’s function. For if mythology com-
pels mankind only insofar as it expresses psychological conflicts structured in
individual or social terms and then resolves these in an ideal way, it is hard to
see why these conflicts would not directly have assumed the psychological lan-
guage that is, in fact, their own; why instead they have assumed the setting—
or should one say, the hypocrisy? — of myth-making. It would be useless to in-
voke a notion such as “prelogical,” for here what needs to be justified is pre-
cisely the anteriority implied by the term “prelogical.” ¢ It is just as hard to rest
with that alleged need for fantasy, reverie, or poetry one benevolently ascribes
to mankind. Indeed, some people can do perfectly well without this need,
while for others it simply reflects some weakness or is the price of a particular
strength. And it is just as hard to believe that “censorship” has made myth-
making necessary, because an idea is rarely more deadly than its illustration. Thus,
we must apparently look elsewhere to grasp what renders it suitable. We must
look to its actual properties, or more specifically, to the fact that a conflict’s
mythical projection is ambiguous in a way that allows for many different reso-
nances; the mythical conflict is thus rendered disturbing on various accounts
at once, and these resonances make it what it first seemed to be: a powerful in-
vestment of emotion.'”

Here is the sense in which one may perhaps speak of internal mythology.
Plutarch already seemed to have this concept in mind when he wrote:

Just as mathematicians say that the rainbow is a picture of the sun vari-
ously colored by the latter’s rays reflected in the clouds, so too the myth
I have just recounted is the picture of a specific truth that reflects one
single thought into different environments—as we may deduce from
those rituals full of visible mourning and sorrow, from those architectural

empire that sees and hears everything,” which served as a basis for the activity and spread of
the Ku Klux Klan, is distinctly mythological.

16. [The term “prelogical” comes from Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, The Primitive Mentality (Lon-
don: George Allen & Unwin, 1923) —Ed.]

17. G. Dumézil, one of those who have done the most to connect myths and rituals and to
interpret them jointly in their mutual light, writes in a recent work: “The truth is that myths
are born and flourish in conditions that are obscure but almost always accompanied by ritu-
als. It’s very likely that myths of “bands of monsters’ originated wit4 rituals of disguise, and cas-
tration myths with ritual castrations.” Ouranos-Varuna (Paris, 1934), 29.

120 THEORY AND THE THIRTIES



arrangements of temples with different sections deployed either as wings,
as open esplanades laid out in broad daylight, or ¢lse that are hidden un-
derground, extending throughout the darkness with a series of rooms in
which the gods are clothed, and which evoke both huts and tombs.!8

A specific truth reflecting a single thought into different envivonments. Indeed,
it does seem that mythology’s syntax involves a structured play of perspectives
spanning different levels of our affectivity. This is especially apparent in the
analysis of the noon complex, with its clear stratification: under the midday sun,
people renounce any action or will; sleep overcomes the senses and the mind;
succubi perform erotic assaults; there is a generalized passivity and boredom
with life (acedia). All this while ghosts thirst for the blood of the living, who
are now fully vulnerable because the shade is at its lowest point. This is the
ghostly hour when the orb, at its zenith, encompasses nature with the high tide
of death.!®

Here we have the first structure of the mythical situation’s repercussions: a
structure of emotional aggravation (of a given phenomenon); second, there is a
structure of interference. Most mythical situations partially cover at least one or
several other such situations. Thus, to consider the preceding example, the
noon complex culminates in the vampire phenomenon on the one hand, and
in the vegetation demons on the other.?® Similarly, the Giftmdidchen theme is
linked to that of the immortality potion, and the Polycrates complex to the

18. Plutarch, Isis and Osiris, § 20 trans. and ed. Mario Meunier (Paris: L’Artisan du Livre,
1924,).

19. On this topic, see my articles published in the Revue de Phistoire des religions (Mar.—Dec.
1937) and the Revue des études slaves (1936-1937). Similarly, A.-W. Schlegel may be said to have
analyzed the mythical overdetermination of the North when he viewed it as containing images
of superiority and immobility, of the Polar star, the direction of the magnetic needle, immor-
tality, identity, and self-knowledge. Another example of a thorough analysis of overdetermi-
nations may be found in the study by J. Hubaux and M. Leroy on the wealth of emotive as-
sociations conjured up for the Ancients by the promise of Cinnamomus’s abundant growth
in Virgil’s fourth Eclogue; also, the theme of resurrection and the phoenix; exotic legends in
which an item is harvested with leaden arrows, or by means of chunks of meat that bring down
the nests of the birds that collect it; birth in the furrows of the earth, surrounded by invincible
serpents; connection with the cycles of Alexander and Bacchus, etc. See also Mélanges Bidez, 1:
s05—530 (Brussels, 1934). “Vulgo nascetur amomum” [Assyrian spices shall grow all up and
down (Virgil’s Eclogue 4)—Ed.].

20. For the earth, source of all vegetation, is also the dwelling place of the dead. “All that
lives emerged from her, and all that dies returns there; she is the nourishing earth, and also
mankind’s tomb. It is thus quite natural that the chthonian divinities, which preside over agri-
culture, should also reign over the dead.” H. Weil, Journal des savants (1895), 305. Noon, the
hour of the dead, must also be the hour of the vegetation demons.
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Ocdipus complex.?! It hence befalls comparative mythology to distinguish
between those cases where thematic links are anecdotal (caused by external
factors), and those where they are caused by internal mythology. For a link
that proves constant throughout several different civilizations could not pos-
sibly arise from the effect of their respective structures on the individual
imagination.

In this way, the study of mythology can become a method of psychological
prospecting. Indeed, the sufficient cause of myth is its overdetermination—
namely, the fact that it is a knot of psychological processes, all coinciding in a
way that can be neither fortuitous, occasional, nor personal. (For then, myth
would not succeed as such; it would be merely a Mérchen [fairy story].)?? Nor
can it be artificial (its determinations would be entirely different, as would its
features and function).?® So that uncovering the basic outline of the arrange-
ment of these psychological processes will allow us to discern the unconscious
determinations of human affectivity (more validly than psychoanalysis has
done). Comparative biology should supply very valuable correlations as well,
given that representation in certain cases replaces instinct, and that the actual
behavior of an animal species can illuminate the psychological virtualities of
man.

If we do not expect the study of myths to determine these instinctual or psy-
chological virtualities, then it is not worth undertaking, for there surely exist
disciplines that have a more immediate interest. And surely, nothing is more
cumbersome, perhaps even more deadly, than a useless truth. It is merely one
piece of knowledge—that is, all things considered, an especially critical ob-
stacle for knowledge itself, which either is totalitarian or is not.

What is more, these instinctual virtualities have not died out. Persecuted
and dispossessed, they continue to fill the imaginations of dreamers and, at
times, the law courts and padded cells of insane asylums with repercussions
that are “timid, incomplete, and rebellious.” We should be aware that they are
still capable of presenting their candicacy for the highest office. If times are

21. See G. Dumézil, Le Festin d’immortalité (Paris, 1924); P. Saintyves, Essais de folklore
biblique (Paris, 1923), 377-381, ch. 8: “L’Anneau de Polycrate et le statere dans la bouche du
poisson.”

22. As is known, the Marchen during German Romanticism gave rise to many theories. It
may be defined as a direct product (Novalis termed it necessary, ideal, and prophetic) of the
imagination left up to its own devices. Goethe’s The Green Snake and Hoffmansthal’s La
Femme sans ombre are the best-known examples.

23. We are then dealing with literature, which, from this point of view, would be an activity
that replaces mythology after mythology has lost its necessity.

122 THEORY AND THE THIRTIES



right, they can even obtain it. From humiliated to triumphant myths the path
is perhaps shorter than we think. They would simply have to be socialized. And
now that politics talks so readily of real-life experience and worldview, when it
both punishes and honors basic violent emotions, and indeed resorts to sym-
bols and rites, who would claim that this is impossible?
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Introduction to “The Noon Complex”

This short piece encapsulates a lengthy thesis Caillois had been preparing
for several years, briefly noted in “The Function of Myth,” on the structure
and historical decline of the noon hour’s “mythical complex.” The powerful
“magic” exerted by the image or “the hour of noon upon human sensitivity”
crystallized the emotions and states of Caillois’s énstinct d’abandon: running the
gamut from depression to death, to which he now added sexual fantasy and
ghosts.!

This research unearthed a crucial aspect of human experience that had been
buried, or suppressed by modernity, so Caillois claimed, ever since the tech-
nique of chiming clocks had supplanted noon with midnight—or with what
Gilbert and Sullivan call “the ghosts’s high noon.” Dumézil unofficially ad-
vised this thesis on Indo-European solar mythology, surveying Slavic demon-
ology, Greco-Roman myth, and the malady of acedia — the sexual mysticism at-
tributed to medieval priests, which is genealogically related to psychasthenia
and, more commonly, to melancholy. For this project, Caillois undertook the
only ethnographic work of his career.2 Elsewhere in his thesis, he discusses ves-
tigial traces of the noon complex in the modern mind, for example, in Schell-
ing, Leconte de Lisle, Bourget, Nietzsche, and Jensen (Gradiva), among oth-
ers.3 Closer to home, Caillois declares that “[even] the detective novel, a genre
that is extremely revealing and valuable to study despite its exclusion from it-
erature,’ also makes use at times of ‘Noon, King of Horrors.””* Most impor-
tantly, and despite Philippe Borgeaud’s recent discussion of this study’s serious
scholarly shortcomings, it offers a scholarly approach to a burning theme in
Caillois’s immediate milieu.5 This sexual “plenitude which involves renounc-
ing everything” requires no self-mutilation or identification with sacrificed
gods. Solar mythology viewed as a form of Nirvana complex, anchored in
biology, offers a tranquil counterpoint to Bataille’s theories of violent solar sac-
rifice and “expenditure”—from “The Solar Anus” to Acéphale—that would
culminate in the postwar cosmic potlatch of La Part maudite.®

Caillois’s brief summation of his work was published in Minotaure, which
had an interesting preface in October 1936, just after the Popular Front had

“Le Complexe de midi,” Minotaure 9 (October 1936): 9-10.



come to power. Referring to “current events which are becoming more over-
whelming day by day,” it claimed that any “useful work” must express the “LaA-
TENT CONTENT” of its time.” Because Caillois was then a member of the re-
search group Inquisitions, hewing to the Popular Front (see “For a Militant
Orthodoxy”), could we—recalling Mauss’s treatise on gift giving—relate this
treatise on laziness to the leisure policies of Blum’s minister Daladier? Could
Caillois be charting, however ironically, those biological and archaic drives of
liberal democracy that might legitimize the Popular Front and its paid vaca-
tions? At various times, Caillois cited a question dear to the College of Sociol-
ogy, namely, the issue of what replaced archaic festival—the regenerative mo-
ment of the social order—in the modern world. Prior to defining war, together
with Bataille at the College of Sociology, as modernity’s “féte noire” (black fes-
tival), he apparently thought of vacations (see “Paroxysms of Society”). How-
ever, Caillois never explained just when or why he made that initial conjecture.
Perhaps it had to do with the demons of noon. In any event, by 1939, having
long lost hope for the Popular Front, he clearly saw a radical rift between lazi-
ness and social revivification: “Is not the ephemeral pleasure of vacations one
of those false senses of well-being that mask death throes from the dying?”®

THE NOON COMPLEX

Although there are many reasons for thinking that the hour of noon probably
had major religious and mythological repercussions, especially in the fiery
countries of the South, these have never been explored. And the reason is quite
clear: the relevant texts are very few, widely dispersed, and make only glancing
allusions to this phenomenon. But there is a decisive text by Servius, asserting
that almost all the divinities appear at noon, which provides sufficient grounds
for research.’

Besides, it is not difficult to uncover the causes of noon’s prestige. This is the
moment when the sun, at its zenith, divides the day into equal parts, each gov-
erned by the opposing signs of rise and decline. This, then, is the moment
when the forces of life and light yield to the powers of death and darkness. In
ancient Greece, noon was in fact the bour of transition marking the boundary
between the reign of the Uranian and of the infernal gods.2 But noon is also

1. In Virgil’s Georgic, 1v, 4o1.
2. Eustathus, In Iliad, vi1, 66; Schol. in Iliad, vii1, 66; Etym. Magn., ed. Gaisford, 468;
Schol. in Apoll. Rb., 1, 587.
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the time when shade is at a low point, and thus when the exposed soul is most
vulnerable to dangers of all kinds. For similar reasons, noon is generally the
hour when the dead make their appearance—they who cast no shadow. On the
most elementary level, these are the reasons noon is preordained to witness
the apparition of ghosts. Clearly, they require only those fantasies of the hu-
man imagination that are the most general and ancient: sympathetic magic and
the principle of correspondence, the identification of the soul with the body’s
shadow.

Turning now from meteorology to physiology, we can observe that the
hour of noon has here just as many reasons to command attention. The sun’s
burning heat is unforgiving at this suffocating time of day. Heatstroke, sun-
stroke, cerebral fever, and their attendant mental and physical ailments offered
sufficient proof of demonic activity to persuade people that they existed. In
Greece, these mishaps simply figured among the numerous other prerogatives
of divinities or ghosts whose activities were not confined to this sphere: Pan,
Hecate, the Eurpensus, the nymphs and Sirens. But elsewhere, in the Slavic
domain, for example, where these demons bear the name of Noon, the suffi-
cient cause of their creation is manifest in their function, whether they are ruth-
lessly brandishing a white-hot frying pan or tearing off somebody’s head “like
a flower.”

Night has only the “silence and horror of darkness” with which to counter
all of noon’s constituent features. And, of course, this is hardly insignificant:
our sense of mystery and anxiety in the dark is determined by the phenom-
onology of perception itself. But this does not mean that light does not pos-
sess those qualities enabling it to divulge specters. The creator sets atremble a
blaze that fills light with countless troubling beings, who are always on the
brink of visibility. Even so, the burning heat of day would not be the privileged
time for the apparition of the infernal powers if midnight had an objectively
perceptible status. Indeed, wherever clocks with chiming bells and their fa-
mous “twelve strokes of midnight” have allowed people to gauge the exact
timing of the fateful hour, midday has given up its place to the deepest hour of
darkness. Until then, midnight had no specific existence at night comparable
to that of noon during the day. Because there was no sign such as the sun’s po-
sitioning or the lack of shade to denote midnight, people therefore drew a con-
trast between the instant of noon and the undivided totality of the night. In
any case, they could hardly define midnight as anything else besides the noctur-
nal counterpart to daytime’s hour for ghosts. Thus, there never have been any
specific midnight demons: none have been referred to in this way. The reason
is obvious: midnight has no individualized status, and nothing in its physical
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conditioning makes it objectivelv dangerous or even noteworthy. Once strik-
ing clocks had endowed it with some specificity, midnight simply became a
time of apparition when ghosts (basically all the same) revealed themselves as
if by prior accord, but the hour lacked its own appointed phantoms. In this way
midnight welcomes specters, but does not dispatch them.

A further, though entirely different determining factor has certainly con-
tributed to the mythological decline of noon: the influence of Christianity. The
Greeks did not attach moral qualities to light and darkness. Thus, they believed
that demons indiscriminately appeared during both day and night.? But once
light was held to express the principle of goodness, and darkness the very do-
minion of evil (a classification encouraged by Manichaeanism), people asserted
that the demons had chosen shadow and, like bats, were spreading darkness
about themselves and fleeing daylight.* It thus became apparent that the de-
mons hated light. Harmless during the day when the salutary powers pre-
vailed, they could reign supreme only under the cover of darkness.

In the circumstances, noon’s preeminence insofar as ghosts were concerned
quickly diminished. But such a source for determining factors of all sorts inev-
itably maintained its appeal for human emotion because the latter, in any case,
could not stop finding a real satisfaction of its basic longings in that hour’s im-
age. At noon, it would seem that life takes a pause, organic matter returns to
an inorganic state, and everything blazes pointlessly and without ardor in a fu-
tile desire for luxury and display. Activity of any kind seems to involve un-
pleasant and risible agitation. All heartbeats have come to a halt. The supreme
triumph of the positive forces dissolves into renunciation, their surging forth
into slumber and their plenitude into resignation. The will to live withdraws
somewhere unknown, as if absorbed by thirsty sands. This silent exaltation of
every abdication, like a flood invincibly overwhelming all morality, swiftly
drowns any uncertain inclination or remorse it might find.

It is easy to perceive the seduction of such a scene for the asthenic person-
ality—always prone to ask What’s the use? Quite understandably, medieval doc-
tors turned the noon demon into that of the sinfiul sadness or acedia afflicting
monks in the middle of the day, with effects so serious that it was unhesitat-
ingly classified among the deadly sins.®

3. See Lucien, Philops., 17.

4. Eusebius, Praep. evang. v11, 16, 2; Grégoire de Naziance, Part. Gr. XXXII, 1376; Saint
Basil, Patr. Gr., XXX, 277.

s. Evagre de Pont, Patr. Gr., XL, 1271; Nilus d’Ancyre, ibid., Lxx1x 1159; Jean Climaque,
ibid., LxxxvI111, 859, etc.
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Cassian has given a very precise psychological description of this bane.® The
ailing monk comes to feel an overwhelming revulsion for his life, for his mon-
astery and companions. He is overcome with insuperable laziness. Daily work
disheartens and repels him; even reading fills him with disgust. He is weary
and yet ravenously hungry, with a kind of morbid need to sleep as the sixth
hour is drawing near—the fearful hour of noon. At that time, he keeps on
watching the sun, judging that its decline toward the horizon is too slow. For
him, this is truly Plato’s motionless noon. Here, then, is acedia: a state of clear-
cut “psychological hypotension,” with minor peculiarities connected with the
dissipation of the intellect in every one of its forms.” Acedia is a sense of apa-
thy toward life, the dull anxiety of a frustrated heart and an intellect confused
by irrationality. It is not simply a matter of vague yearning but of real fits of ab-
ulia, keen states of psychological depression well-known to psychiatrists; such
states differ from any other type of human experience.® And beneath it all,
we find the lure of sexuality: the acedic subject would like to leave his monas-
tery to visit a woman with no one to support her. Sometimes the sexual ob-
session is more explicit.® Alcuin views the acedic as a person overwhelmed by
carnal desire, and Alain de Lille cites the impure acts of David, Samson, and
Solomon as instances of sinful sadness: the sins of the just man, committed out
of boredom.!?

This is the final metamorphosis of the specters of noon, who were once
vampires and succubi arising at the hour of the dead to feed on blood and
sperm, who were purveyors of strength and life. We can thus observe how
markedly they have been moralized. This evolution could be charted step by
step. Here, though, I shall dwell only on its culmination: when the heavy,
burning slumber of nature (with light’s star at its zenith and in that state of full-
ness on the edge of decline) gives man at the same time the justification, illus-
tration, and exaltation of life’s letting go into its opposite.

Nothing can indulge an individual’s basic longings more surely than the

6. Cassian, Instituta Coenobiorum, x, 2, 3.

7. See P. Alphandéry, Journal de psychologie (1929), 768-787: “De quelques documents
médiévaux relatifs a des états psychasthéniques.”

8. See ibid., 768. M. Alphandéry appropriately refers to certain descriptions by Pierre Janet.

9. There are numerous texts in which the demon of noon, disguised as a nun, assaults the
monks during their siesta and “caresses them like a prostitute” (Césaire d’'Heisterbach, Dial.
Mirac. [The dialogue on miracles], V.33). But these are folktales whose analysis would exceed
the scope of this summary article. I shall simply point out that the most developed among
them is the story of Pope Sylvester II and the transparently named Meridiana (Gualterius
Mayer, Nugae Curialum, 1v, 11).

10. Alcuin, Patr. Lat., C1, 635; CCX, 127—128.
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blazing lull of noon, that is, if it is true that mental life, and perhaps nervous
life 'in general, tends toward abatement, invariance, and the suppression of
“internal tension produced by excitations.”!! According to biologists, life and
consciousness are burdensome conquests for unorganized matter which, for
internal reasons, always tends toward the resumption of its primitive, inani-
mate state. This would explain the Nirvana complex—the essential desire to
achieve a mode of being that is both a state of paroxysm and of resignation. No
complex is more basic or irreducible. If the hour of noon supplies a tangible
medium to this kind of need, then the hour may surely count on the loyal com-
plicity of the human heart to guarantee its prestige. For “it should be said that
sloth is a sort of beatitude of the soul, which consoles it for every loss and re-
places every possession.” 12

11. Sigmund Freud, Essays in Psychoanalysis, French trans. (1927), 70. See also studies by
A. Weissmann: Uber die Dauer des Leben (1882); Uber Leben und Tod (1892). Living substance
contains a part that is always virtually dead, the soma, to which correspond the instincts lead-
ing from life to death. It also contains a part that is potentially immortal, the germinal cells,
which tend to continously surround themselves with a new soma, and which sustain the in-
stincts directed toward the renewal of life.

12. La Rochefoucauld, Réflexion ccxc of the 1665 edition (eliminated in subsequent
editions).
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Introduction to “For a Militant Orthodoxy:
The Immediate Tasks of Modern Thought”

“The Function of Myth” viewed mythical transgression as a functionalist re-
sponse to the repressive constraints of collective order. “For a Militant Ortho-
doxy” defines the problem of contemporary France, on the contrary, as exces-
sive disorder or anarchy (see introduction). Caillois’s introduction to Le Mythe
et Phomme, drafted in June 1937, in the early days of the College of Sociology,
explained that the essays pursued a gradual progression from “indicative” to
“imperative”—“as the object of study approached contemporary realities.”?
And although “For a Militant Orthodoxy” was not written after all the rest,
its status as the conclusion cast it as the truly contemporary and imperative
study. Here Caillois dreams of a scientific heterodox “orthodoxy”—or con-
temporary counterpart to myth—that might compell people’s intellect as well
as their emotions and thus remedy the decadent, that is to say, disintegrating,
collectivity.

Favored by Bataille, who had recently drafted his own doctrinal guidelines
for Acéphale (see “Aggressiveness as a Value”), this essay employs a brutally in-
temperate tone that likely echoes Baudelaire, who judged works not with “the
nuances of a man of taste, but with the pious rages [ pieuses coléves] (that’s his
own expression) of a member of some Holy Office.”2 Thus wrote Caillois at
the time, to underscore Baudelaire’s ethical stance. As for the scientistic dimen-
sion of Caillois’s project, this was quite typical of the group and journal for
which it was conceived: Inquisitions: Organe de vecherche de la phénomenologie
humaine (see introduction). At the initial meeting on January 8, 1936, Tzara de-
clared, “It is urgent that a new current of ideas should be able to take hold,
chiefly characterized by its stirring, affective grip on people’s emotions.” The
journal’s task, he claimed, was to develop a theoretical superstructure based on
the social sciences. Such a process of “generalization” (see introduction) would
somehow operate as an intellectual branch of the Popular Front—as a corre-
lative to the latter’s transcendance, or overcoming, of sectarian politics. More-

“Pour une orthodoxie militante: les tiches immédiates de la pensée moderne,” Inquisitions 1
(June 1936): 6-14.



over, because the “exact” sciences far surpassed the “human” sciences, Tzara de-
clared, Inquisitions should apply the “cohesion” and “universalization” of the
mathematical sciences to the study of human phenomenology. It would thus
properly position man in the scheme of things and embrace the “totality” of
interdisciplinary intellectual life “expressing the present revolutionary period.”
And although this project was aligned with the Popular Front, the members of
Inquisitions were to abstain from politics as such, abiding in “the specific
sphere of the superstructure.”?

Much like Tzara’s proposal, and like Bachelard’s model of “surrationalism”
in a prefatory article composed at Caillois’s request, militant orthodoxy is an
open and infinitely expandable structure. Rejecting Hegelian dialectics, “For a
Militant Orthodoxy” articulates its basic form on the model of “generaliza-
tion.” However, unlike scientific or philosophical generalization, this system-
atization also had the emotional efficacy of Sorelian myth. Caillois explained
in 1971:

To my mind, the word “orthodoxy” is rather close to the word “inquisi-
tion,” namely, I thought that if a doctrine developed in a rigorous way,
then it could have, indeed it should have the ambition of becoming actual
fact. Of course, this was sheer fantasy. . . . “For a Militant Orthodoxy” is
the text that led to . . . the founding of the College of Sociology, which
was fundamentally activist, as we said at the time. That is, we desired a
mode of thought that would impress itself upon the real and would trig-
ger a whole series of phenomena in the real—with the sacred being the
chief one, the contagious spread of the sacred being the most impor-
tant one.*

In 1936, logical positivist attacks on “the poeticization of concepts” notwith-
standing (see introduction), Caillois envisioned “activist” doctrine. This term
denoted the status of the theory itself relative to the world rather than any
individual agency or ideological engagement. In this scientific sense, “activist”
was the antonym of “determinist™; that is, it produced rather than predicted phe-
nomena.® It also had an epidemiological connotation: “‘Activist,” that is,
meant to secrete and bring about a contagious activity,” Caillois said in 1971; he
offered another definition in 1963: “We were referring to chemistry and to the
sudden, fusing, irresistible nature of certain reactions.”®

As for the term “militant,” “One could think of the act of a political mili-
tant,” Caillois recalled in 1971, “but I was thinking of the three stages of the
church: the church humbled, the church militant, and the church trium-
phant.”” In the context of Durkheimian sociology, Caillois sought to construct
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a unifying faith, the secular religion or cement of a reordered society. As de-
scribed here, this ideology takes shape in a sociopolitical vacuum: leaders, per-
haps, but no subjects, and no enemies. ‘Caillois was likely inspired by the
utopian ideal of sovereignty described by the Durkheimian Marcel Granet in
his studies of ancient China, which Ma#n and the Sacred puts to frequent use. In
the Golden Age of “perfect humanity” before the dynasties, explains La Civil-
isation chinoise, the sovereign “is, basically, the author of an accurate and salu-
tary calendar. His ministers act, inspired by his Virtue. He himself reigns,
without thinking to govern. He works to create, or better, to secrete order.
This order is moral, above all, but it covers everything.”® It is the Maussian ordo
rerum at the heart of Caillois’s Man and the Sacred.

FOR A MILITANT ORTHODOXY:
THE IMMEDIATE TASKS OF MODERN THOUGHT

In the confusion of these times, a few men who are déclassé, world-weary and
idle but rich in native ability can conceive the project of founding a new type of
aristocracy, which will be all the more difficult to sunder insofar as it rests upon
the rarest and most indestructible faculties, and upon the celestial gifts that nei-
ther work nor money can confer.

—Baudelaire

Anyone who undertakes to survey the modern world will feel averse to almost
everything he sees. We know only too well how things stand in the economic
and social spheres and, more generally speaking, in that of human relations:
there is nothing to keep, everything must be changed. However, in the nar-
rower sphere of intellectual matters, the crisis is equally profound. After years
of praiseworthy efforts, the advanced forms of literature and art, indeed the
very ones that had sought to liberate the mind, such as Surrealism, are now en-
gaging it in semi-aesthetic activities that have ultimately become obsessional
and purely ritualistic. Philosophy had always been focused on one single goal.
Yet its complete lack of method or authority has now scattered its perspectives
and concerns. This anarchical and uncoordinated research, which is incapable
of cooperating usefully to establish a conception of the world, discourages the
best will and firmest hopes. As for science, it is caught up in unprecedented
problems that are making it question its most well-established principles.
Things have reached such a stage that the rationalist spirit, which gave birth to
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science, now views it with horror as if it were some monstrous and unnatural,
albeit voracious, creation. The rationalist spirit is very frightened by discover-
ies and theories in domains ranging from physics to psychopathology that po-
etic fantasy (which is so free) could not even dream up—to its shame. Me-
thodical investigation has been forced to invent them whether or not it wished
to, precisely because it is not free.! Indeed, its strictest duty is to undertake a
thorough and continuous process of transformation; it must constantly alter
its innermost structure by incorporating the particular nature of the obstacles
it is reducing.

However, describing the shadows of this scene already lets us foresee po-
tential light. For some of these very shadows indicate the origntation and oth-
ers the constituent elements of what, we hope, will be a salutary reform.

Indeed, in a world where confusion usually replaces depth, where laziness
and chance replace daring and lucidity, where carelessness is a maxim for gov-
ernment, and the most unfounded arrogance passes for genius—a certain vig-
orous resolve and strict implementation should suffice to win all the votes that
count. As for the rest, it is in their nature to submit and follow suit.

In intellectual matters, the reform must be absolute. To put this into effect will
take intransigent firmness. A while back I wrote: “There have been no limits to
the audacity of laisser-aller. It would even have set itself up as a system, if the
organic weakness of latsser-aller were not precisely that it can never, under any
circumstances, become a system. But this does not matter. We must be just as
rigorous today as others were complacent yesterday.” I will never tire of repeat-
ing this slogan. Nonetheless, we must consider every aspect of the problem. A certain
abstract and crudely reductive mentality (the terms “rationalist” and “positiv-
ist” here denote this sufficiently well) has obtained nothing by expelling into
outer darkness all the irreducible elements of real-life experience that did not
fit into its narrow framework. Such an uncomprehending attitude, which bore
the seeds of its own demise, inevitably brought about various kinds of deadly
results.

Indeed, the mind has always grappled with extraordinarily disturbing ques-

1. In any case, it is significant that the boldest and best-led attempts to destroy the forms of
sensitivity and the projections of perception came not from poetry but from science, especially
from relativistic physics. It has thus provided the most important contribution toward the en-
actment of the long, i ¢, et Ya; F déregl t de tous les sens [long, immense, and rea-
soned derangement of all the senses] called for by Rimbaud.
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tions that it seems driven to resolve. There is, in man, a full mantle of shadow that
spreads its nocturnal empire over most of his emotional reactions and imaginative
processes, and his being cannot stop contending and struggling with this darkness for
an instant. Man’s stubborn curiosity is immediately drawn to these mysteries,
which so strangely border on his fully conscious state. He rightly feels that any
form of knowledge that denies them credence and attention, that deliberately
rejects or neglects them out of indifference, thus irremediably betrays its own
purpose. When positivism excluded these emotive obstacles from methodical
research, they became the exclusive monopoly of emotional and sentimental
forces that were unable to control them and, instead, found satisfaction in mak-
ing them divine.

And so came about the disastrous tendency to endow whatever seemed
marvellous and bizarre with every possible virtue, and to make it one’s task to
keep it marvellous and bizarre. Following Rimbaud, people took pleasure in
viewing their mind’s disorder as quite sacred; unlike Rimbaud, though, they
were not lucid enough to admit this bluntly, nor did they have the courage to
withdraw from this futile game. It is high time we broke with this form of in-
tellectual hedonism. Of course, mystery has much to account for, and many
confessions to make. But this can be obtained neither by indulging it nor by
adopting some sort of ecstatic stance, for here, once again, heaven belongs to
the violent.

It is true that certain other people show themselves favorably inclined
toward the pointless pleasures of conceding to the unknown a particular tran-
scendant superiority over discursive modes of thought. They claim to super-
sede these modes, gaining direct access to the unintelligible through some sud-
den shift, in a radical break with the continuous deployment of the intellect.

However, it is hard to see what principle would allow us to conclude that
something not understood is therefore incomprehensible. At the very least,
this approach shows too little faith in the mind’s perfectibility, and it is too at-
tached to current intellectual frameworks that it unwisely thinks cannot be ex-
panded. Moreover, it is unlikely that a world that presents itself as a universe in every
respect should contain an insuperable rift between what is perceived and the forms of
apperception. Last, transcendental apprehension, in practice, involves abruptly
and fully discarding prior intellectual frameworks, while nothing proves that
we would not do better to conserve the current syntax of understanding
on condition that we expand it whenever necessary. It is unwise, to say the
very least, to give up what we possess for what we merely imagine: the result
could be very disappointing. Above and beyond the various kinds of suspicion
that systematized thought has successfully brought to bear on the intellectual
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modes claiming to supersede it, it is in any case more expedient not to forsake
an operational base that provides a very adequate starting point for an indefi-
nite process of theoretical expansion.?

Besides, it is a fact that modern circumstances no longer allow us to rest
content with the #lluminations that 1 have elsewhere described, scarcely im-
proving upon Fichte, as scattered, unstable, and unconfirmed; that are noth-
ing without some prior act of faith—that are pleasurable, in fact, only because
of the credence we attach to them.? It is futile to oppose them as such to logic
or to a systematic mode of thought. The adversary must be defeated with its
own weapons, by means of more rigorous coherence and more fine-grained
systematization: by means of a construction that both implicates and explicates
its object, rather than itself being reduced and decomposed by the latter. This
process of generalization, whereby Riemann’s geometry resorbed Euclidian ge-
ometry and relativist physics that of Newton, taking them as particular cases of
a more comprehensive synthesis, shows the real path to pursue.* There is no
longer any doubt in any field as to the outcome of the rivalry between the sys-
tematic and the rational —meaning, by this latter term, the formal nature of in-
tellectual intuition vis-a-vis the content of experience.® The rational gave in to
the exigencies of systematization on every count. It could not have been oth-
erwise, for systematization is what determines the different stages of the ra-
tional. Knowledge never makes any such advance without becoming enriched
through its conquests and assimilating the main part of their substance. Due
to this continuous process of integration, the explanatory principle is always
in every way superior to what it is explaining, and it thus always possesses
the fundamental character of legitimate research. That which, in the battle of

2. I shall not retain these suspicions here, for when two modes of thought are opposed, it
is pointless to draw an argument from one against the other, and vice versa. It is preferable to
examine the drawbacks intrinsic to each one.

3. See Fichte, Grundziige des gegenwartigen Zeitalters, 8th lesson. I have summarized the phi-
losopher’s argument and commented on it in a special issue of Cakiers du Sud devoted to Ger-
man Romanticism (1937). Roger Caillois, Proces intellectuel de Part, 1st ed. (1935), 10.

4. Because too many people are still attached, if not to Aristotelian logic, then at least to the
Hegelian dialectic, I would underscore that Bolyai and Lobatchevsky do not negate Euclid,
nor does Einstein negate Newton, and that the conversion of contradictories does not permit
us to move from the system of one thinker to that of another. I am referring, rather, to gener-
alization, which is completely different. See also Gaston Bachelard, Le Nouvel Esprit scientifique
(Paris, 1934).

s. Ph. Frank similarly defines common sense as the desire to make experimental facts fit
the cosmology of classical philosophy. Théoric de la connaissance et physique moderne (Paris,
1934), 18.
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strengths, guarantees its prestigious supremacy: that it accounts for everything,
while nothing accounts for it.

Given such firm foundations, methodical research has nothing to fear either
from the so-called more positive systems or from the various intuitionisms,
and it may aspire to laying down the law for them both. It is in this sense that,
without seeming too arrogant, one might speak of a mulitant orthodoxy that
would exclusively derive its authority from the firmness of its principles, the
rigor of their implementation, and the appeal of its demands. This would mean
splendidly burning all bridges to distinguish oneself from mediocrity and
counterfeit. In fact, there is no reason not to be brutal, for it is the very nega-
tion of order that rye grass should enjoy the same rights as good wheat, and
a sound mind shudders at the prospect that weakness or inconsistency (if
granted the same respect as strength and coherence) should ever submerge
them with the volume and weight of their daily output. To be sure, not every-
one applauds the wish to apply Nietzsche’s injunction “Be harsh” to the intel-
lectual sphere. But those who oppose it are all too justified in dreading its en-
actment. As for those who have nothing to fear, they would be at fault if they
did not use it to decry and rightly vilify their adversaries.

* * ¥*

We must therefore deal very strictly with people who prove incapable of wean-
ing themselves. If we do not want our work to be pointless, we must view this
intellectual reform as one that can be generalized to all fields of human activity,
and we must work toward that end. It is not irrelevant to consider this goal,
however premature it may seem, for grasping a project’s full extent usually gen-
erates some energy that can immediately be put to use.

Besides, real intellectual intransigence cannot help but align itself with
moral intrasigence. No intellectual movement is ever founded without forging
a tight bond between these two forms of rigor. It is significant that in the past
century, the writers whose intellectual stance developed the greatest attractive
force—Baudelaire, Rimbaud, and Lautréamont—were also the ones whose
moral position often strikes us as exemplary, given the characteristics of their
time. However, there no longer exists any order or authority that would indict
an intellectual who transgresses reason or mores, because licence passes for vir-
tue in these matters, and le déreglement [derangement] is deemed admirable
fantasy. Therefore, neither great creative genius nor great courage is vequived to
turn vevolt into some kind of civil status. For this merely means assuming a com-
fortable position that still enjoys the prestige it acquired in heroic times on
account of men who would currently repudiate (for their routine lives and
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complacency) those most eagerly claiming to succeed them. In fact, all three
writers seem to have deliberately and dramatically disavowed such people
ahead of time. The first with his entire critical corpus; the second with his Saz-
son en enfer; and the third with his Préface aux poesies.

The moral values they defended (violent ones, to be sure, but also of loyalty
and honor) were insurrectional only by force of circumstance, when they met
with the unbearable oppression of unworthy constraints. At present, the field
is clear and the most sustained efforts seem solely focused on perpetuating an-
archy. Hence, the values with greatest plenitude and purest prestige are the
ones that should go on the attack and ensure that the worldview they veflect be seen
not as a disovdeved chaos of conflicting demands, but vather as the only one capable of

Sfounding an ovder that could take account of man’s ivveducible needs.

This moral rigor must be immediately put into effect in the realm of intel-
lectual research, which from the outset requires probity that resists seduction
and firmness that does not readily tolerate the desire to please. Indeed, there is
an ethics of knowledge without which knowledge deserves neither tribute nor
sacrifice—and could obtain neither. For a particular knowledge to merit being
elevated to the status of orthodoxy, it is not sufficient that it be immune to all
methodological criticism. Far from being irrelevant to human sensitivity, fur-
thermore, it has to exert a divect and imperative attvaction on the latter and prove
capable of mobilizing it instantly.

This is why moral guarantees are just as crucial as intellectual ones. Besides,
how could one maintain and furnish intellectual guarantees if these were no
longer being kept up by the strictest conscience in the whole conduct of one’s
life? Indeed, because man’s constitution is so #nitary, a concession on any one
point would inevitably entail laxity toward the others.

As a matter of fact, to hope for an orthodoxy simply means presuming that
there exists an ideal unitary undertaking, that which aims to put man’s full being
into play so that its different functions partake in a process of vital and contin-
uous creation. This would especially gratify man’s basic urges because instead
of granting them partial, disparate, and scattered sustenance, it would be ca-
pable of organically binding together their honor just as it had united their ef-
forts. Their demands would thereby gain more certitude and force, as their co-
herence and solidarity would now be clearly tried and true.

6. Indeed, the only difference between ordinary scientific knowledge and the particular
kind of knowledge described here is that any result of the latter is also, by definition, a ques-
tion of values and thus exerts some influence on the emotions. Whence the aggressive aspect of
every orthodoxy.
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* * *

This involves the most distant prospect, the most unlikely expectation. The im-
mediate task at hand, which currently demands our energies, is just as modest
and specific as these aims seem grandiose and, perhaps, vague. Nevertheless,
the point of departure and the final goal share a common axiom of rigor. This
should already suffice for their filiation to stand out quite clearly against the
general complacency. From the very moment that war was declared, its ends
had to be made clear: the slow and sound elaboration of a doctrine whose ex-
actness lies not only in the sphere of philosophical truth but also in that of af-
fective gratification and which, while granting to each individual the certitude of
his destiny, also provides him with a moral injunction for all conflicts and the
technical solution to all difficulties.
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Lucifer at the College of Sociology






Introduction to “Interview with Gilles Lapouge, June 1970”

Conducted eight years before Caillois’s death, this interview offers an intimate
portrait of Bataille and of the College of Sociology. It highlights their crucial
disagreement about reenchanting modernity in Paris between 1937 and 1939.
To use Schiller’s familiar distinction, if Caillois was “sentimental,” Bataille was
“naive.” Influential in this regard was the Russian-born philosopher Alexandre
Kojeve, whose renowned Hegel seminar in the 1930s launched a new current
of Hegelianism in the French avant-garde. Caillois was not a follower of Ko-
jeve. There is little evidence that he attended the seminars on Hegel’s Phe-
nomenology of Spirit, and he portrayed the master/slave relationship in a man-
ner clearly hostile to any Kojevian/Hegelian approach (see “Agressiveness as a
Value”). And yet, Caillois was struck—if not fully swayed —by Kojeve’s skepti-
cism regarding the College of Sociology and, in particular, Acéphale. Here is a
slightly expanded version (also from 1970) of the crucial dialogue he recounts
between Bataille and Kojeve: “Bataille barely hid his intent to recreate a viru-
lent and devastating sacred, whose epidemic contagious spread would ulti-
mately overcome and exalt the person who had first strewn its seeds. During
one of our private meetings, he revealed this to Alexandre Kojevnikov . . .
[who] answered that such a miracle worker could not possibly be transported,
in his turn, by the sacred he had wittingly triggered any more than a magician
could ever convince himself that magic existed by marvelling at his own tricks.”
As for the question of human sacrifice and the exonerating note from the con-
senting victim acquired by Bataille (see introduction), Caillois also recalled in
1970, “Such a ploy, although certainly quite useful, did not fit well with the sav-
age explosion of the sacred that was supposed to reinvigorate a society with-
out fervor. I thought back on Kojevnikov’s objection and became even more
reticent.”!

Caillois and Kojeve were hardly alone in resisting the call of the sacred prof-
fered by Bataille. Perhaps most striking were the arguments voiced after the
fact by a former member of Acéphale, Pierre Andler (alias Harry Dugan), who

“Entretien avec Gilles Lapouge,” in Roger Caillois: “Cahiers de Chronos,” ed. Jean-Clarence
Lambert (Paris: Editions de la Différence, 1991).



wrote to another former member in 1947: “There is necessarily a lie at the ba-
sis of any ‘acephalic’ attempt —no discipline (made up of consciousness) lets
one destroy consciousness. To consciously deny consciousness borders on the
grotesque. (In ecstasy, it is not the head that disappears, it’s the body. We are
constituted as consciousness of what we are, we are nothing but consciousness.
The death of God does not create the Acéphale; on the contrary, it makes the
head weigh heavily on the shoulders. The dagger and the flame and the skull
and the labyrinth are nowhere if not inside this head, which does not only rea-
son, or see—but which looks.)”?2

INTERVIEW WITH GILLES LAPOUGE, JUNE 1970

The College of Sociology was one of the crucial stages in the itinerary of Georges
Bataille. The year was 1937: Roger Caillois and Michel Leiris, who had both left Sur-
realism a few years earlier, joined Bataille in founding the College. It was devoted to
the study of closed groups: societies of men in primitive populations, initiatory com-
munities, hervetical ov orgiastic sects, and monastic ov military ovders. Regular meet-
ings were held during 1937, 1938, and 1939; but then the war interrupted its activities.
After the war, Caillois and Bataille met up again. Their paths would henceforth di-
verge, but their friendship endured. In agreeing to tell us about the brief but fasci-
nating experience of the College of Sociology, Roger Caillois has also drawn a portrait
of Georges Bataille.

How did we meet? I had already left the Surrealist group. It was around 1934 —
1935, and an article that Bataille wrote in Critique sociale on the idea of expen-
diture struck me as very revealing. It prefigured the main books Bataille would
write later on, such as La Part maudite [ The accursed share]. Bataille, for his
part, had noticed an article I’d published in the review Inguisitions. The editors
of this review were four former Surrealists: two were militant communists—
Aragon and Tzara—and the other two, Monnerot and myself, were more ret-
icent. Perhaps there were too many editors; in any case, only one issue was ever
published. In that issue, the leading article was by Bachelard, whom I'd intro-
duced to Surrealism by having him read Eluard, Aragon, and especially Lau-
tréamont. As for my article, I'd entitled it “For a Militant Orthodoxy,” which
shows how committed it was. I was envisioning a form of revolutionary
thought that would not be restricted to the intellectual sphere, but would open
out onto real life. Two other texts I'd written previously, The Praying Mantis
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and Paris, a Modern Myth, had also caught Bataille’s attention. We thus had
many things in common. Both of us thought it was necessary to set about
transforming society through revolutionary action. We were, you might say,
more communist than Marxist, or even anti-Marxist. Marxism seemed to us
inspired by an excessively narrow rationalism, for it takes very little account of
relationships that are instinctive, emotional, religious, etc. Revolution based
on economic factors interested us less than revolution in the emotional sphere.
We both attributed a great deal of importance to emotional effervescence, and
this drew us together.

I first met Bataille at Jacques Lacan’s home. After that we met fairly often,
and together with Michel Leiris we had the idea of founding a study group,
which then became the College of Sociology. We tried to enlist the help of
Kojeve, who was, as you know, the leading interpreter of Hegel in France. Ko-
jeve exerted a quite extraordinary intellectual ascendancy over our generation.
I must say that he did not favor our project. I remember: it was in Bataille’s
apartment on the rue de Rennes that we explained our project to Kojeve. He
asked us what, exactly, we wanted to do. We explained. We wanted to conduct
philosophical research, but philosophy was in some sense merely a front, or a
form. The real project was to reestablish the sacred in a society that tended to
reject it. We were determined to unleash some dangerous currents and knew
that we would probably be their first victims— or at least, be swept away in the
possible flood.

Kojeve listened to us, but dismissed our idea. In his view, we were putting
ourselves in the position of a conjurer who expected his own tricks to make
him believe in magic. But we did maintain close ties with Kojeve. He even gave
a lecture at the College, on Hegel. This lecture amazed us, both on account of
Kojeve’s intellectual power and its conclusion. You remember that Hegel refers
to the man on horseback, who marks the closing point of history and philoso-
phy. For Hegel, this man was Napoleon. Well! That day Kojeve revealed to
us that Hegel had been right, but had got the century wrong: the man who
marked the end of history was not Napoleon, but Stalin.

But let’s return to the College. We held firmly to the term college. It con-
veyed our desire to develop a mode of thought that would strive to impose
itself in the temporal world, as it was obvious that the spiritual dominated
the temporal. Our meetings began. The first took place in the dusty café of the
Palais Royal, which is what the Grand Véfour was in those days. Bataille dis-
cussed the sorcerer’s apprentice. I gave a talk on “The Winter Wind.” Later,
meetings were held in a bookstore on the rue Gay-Lussac. To give you an idea
of the titles of these talks: there was Sacred Sociology, by Bataille and myself; The
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Sacred in Daily Life, by Michel Leiris; Attraction and Repulsion, by Bataille; The
Structuves and Functions of the Army, by Bataille. I myself lectured on animal so-
cieties, spiritual power, and the sociology of executioners.

It soon became clear to us that, although Bataille and I fully agreed on the
subject of research, we did not have the same way of dealing with it and draw-
ing conclusions from it. Between Bataille and myself there was a very unusual
communion of minds, a kind of osmosis with respect to basic issues—so much
so that our respective contributions were often difficult to tell apart. But we
disagreed as to what we wished to make of this research. Bataille was always in-
clined to move toward the realm of mystical experience.

’ll give you an example. Levitsky gave two talks on shamanism. The topic
fascinated me, because in my scheme of things (that of Mauss), there was a
complete antinomy between magic and religion. Magic is a theurgical act that
forces the supernatural powers to obey, whereas religion essentially entails sub-
mitting to God. At that time I felt very Luciferian; I viewed Lucifer as the truly
effective rebel. Thus, shamanism mattered to me inasmuch as it represented a
synthesis of religious powers and the domain of things infernal. For his part,
Bataille felt much the same way. The difference was that Bataille genuinely
wanted to become a shaman.

This explains why Bataille always sought to couple the College with a sect
possessing very precise rituals. In his view, the Sacred could reappear only
through the celebration of rites. Some of these rites were rather impractical,
such as the idea of celebrating the death of Louis XVI on January 21 on the
Place de la Concorde. Others were less complicated, for example, the obliga-
tion—to which we held — of refusing to shake hands with anti-Semites.

There was another idea, hatched by Bataille, that the action of a group could
be fully efficacious only if the initial pact of alliance among its members was
truly irremediable. And he was convinced that to bind their energies together,
it was necessary to perform a human sacrifice. I here refer to an episode that
had less to do with the College of Sociology than with another group, Acé-
phale. Bataille was its driving force, and its sectarian activities have remained
absolutely secret. I am not at all sure what transpired with regard to this pro-
jected human sacrifice. What is clear, though, is that it was easier to find a vol-
unteer victim than a sacrificer, and so things went no further. I refer to this epi-
sode in Instincts and Society, after an article on the subject appeared in New
York—an article containing totally inaccurate information.

This episode helps us to clarify the picture of Bataille. For him, this was no
mere intellectual game or provocative slogan, it was a carefully pondered ac-
tion. There was nothing in common between the “simplest Surrealist act” as
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defined by Breton—an act of randomly shooting into a crowd —and the ritual
sacrifice of a consenting victim that Bataille had in mind.

In this sense, the power wiclded by Bataille was not at all a quasi-political
power, such as Breton exercised over the Surrealist group. Bataille’s power was
more charismatic in nature: a form of influence. He was a strange, placid, al-
most clumsy man, but his very awkwardness had something fascinating about
it. The oddest thing was this: though not irascible, this man was capable of
flying into a rage at will, almost as a matter of technique and by himself. With
no apparent provocation, he would fly into a temper that was simultaneously
artificial and sincere—and extremely disturbing. There were numerous signs
that, for Bataille, the College’s theoretical research was simply a path toward an
ecstasy that can only be termed religious or mystical —given, of course, that he
was an atheistic mystic. Bataille’s- eroticism must be understood in a similar
light. So too should his idea of laughter, an essential idea for him, of which he
retained only the negative aspect: a kind of opening onto nothingness; in any
event, a rupture, an “explosion.”

Shortly thereafter, we were separated by the war. In 1944, when I returned
to Paris, I read Bataille’s book L’Expérience intévienre. The war had shown us
just how inane the College of Sociology’s endeavor had been. The dark forces
we had dreamed of setting off had unleashed themselves entirely of their own
accord, with results quite different from what we had expected. The war had
probably made Bataille retreat into some inner world. For him, the pursuit of
ecstasy took on mounting importance.

I saw him again. Our friendship had remained intact. At that time he was
thinking of launching a new review and wanted to involve me in his project.
But I wasn’t satisfied with the formula he proposed. I didn’t approve of his
wish to publish only critical texts. I thought that we should publish original
texts as well. This, by the way, explains the difference between Diggene and
Critigue.

Today, I view that entire period with detachment, but without the slightest
sense of irony. Many of the ideas we upheld seem to me to have retained their
force; for example, the recognition that Marxism, because of its basically “eco-
nomic” emphasis, is ill-equipped to account for the different forces that deeply
shape society. We wanted to arrive at an entirely new kind of society, in which
the imperatives of instinct, emotion, and desire took precedence over eco-
nomic ones.

Bataille was a good and kindly man. His unselfishness and generosity were
boundless. He was as unlike a man of letters as could be. He always proceeded
with great rigor. While his curiosity led him into extremely varied domains,
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ranging from eroticism to anthropology, from mysticism to political economy,
he was certainly no dilettante. His culture and knowledge were vast and well-
founded. Pve tried to tell you the points we strongly agreed on, as well as those
marking our differences. I must also say that, until the very end of his life, I al-
ways entertained the warmest friendship for him and an esteem that has never
been belied.
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19

Introduction to “First Lecture: Sacred Sociology and
the Relationships among ‘Society,” ‘Organism,” and ‘Being’”

These sketchy notes, which were taken by the young Jacques Chavy, a member
of Acéphale, finally give us a clear sense of what Caillois presented on Novem-
ber 20, 1937, at the first public session of the College of Sociology. What Hol-
lier tells us is that Bataille thanked “the previous speaker for the ‘historical sur-
vey of sociological thought’ that he presented,” and that he was displeased,
after the fact, by their lack of coordination.! Bataille complained to his young
éollcague that they had not achieved a united performance: “I suppose you
were aware that the way we presented things yesterday was not equally well-
prepared in every respect. It was altogether too improvised, it seems to me, too
uncoordinated.”? We now learn from Chavy’s notes that Caillois was respon-
sible for the “Bibliography” and Bataille for the “Metaphysics.”

Caillois apparently framed his bibliography with opening remarks on “con-
straint” as constitutive of “the social”; with some unexplained references to
E. Pittard’s Les Races et Phistoive and Frangois Simiand’s Statistique et experi-
ence: Remarques de methode; and with a survey of “organicist” and “formalist”
sociology. Here Armand Cuvillier’s Introduction a la sociologie (1936) is very
helpful, as its subsections on “Organicism” and “Formalist Sociology™ offer
roughly the same list of names as those mentioned by Caillois.* Moreover,
Cuvillier cites Pittard and Simiand in the same breath when discussing the
counterintuitive thrust of their sociological analyses: Les Races et histoive
showed that terrible famines did not always trigger migrations; Statistique et
experience disproved Adam Smith’s claim that the least pleasant professions
commanded the highest salaries. Cuvillier then cites Simiand’s remark about
“patently collective” social phenomena: “If our results are not those expected
by common sense, nor what armchair reasoning might predict, it is not that
the reality they reflect is not ‘reasonable’; it’s that this reality involves another

Handwritten notes by Jacques Chavy, personal archives of Jacques Chavy. I have enhanced the
notes by replacing abbreviations with full sentences or full titles whenever possible. When no
title is indicated, I have provided summary bibliographical references drawn from Caillois’s
Man and the Sacred, his reviews of the cited authors, and Armand Cuvillier, Introduction 4 la
sociologe, 6th edition (1936; Paris: Armand Colin, 1960).



order of reason.”* Welcome to the College of Sociology! As for his closing allu-
sion to the biological view of life as a “sequence of states of imbalance,” this
may look ahead to the “statics and dynamics of the sacred” with which Caillois
will conclude the first version of Man and the Sacred

The following bibliography—broken down into “Animal Societies,” “The
Crowd,” “The Relation between Societies and Individuals,” “Power,” “Secret
Societies,” and “Sacred Sociology of Modern Forms”—is quite important, for
Bataille later described it as their “point of departure.”® This extant record of
Caillois’s list makes it look quite earnest, excepting, perhaps, the crucial rubric
“Sacred Sociology of Modern Forms.” This includes little besides Sorel and
Wilhelm Reich’s The Mass Psychology of Fascism, which, curiously, is otherwise
absent from the available documents of the College of Sociology.” As for the
reference to Don Juan and Faust, this is clarified by Man and the Sacred, which
features the pair (together with Napoleon in the prewar version) as “concrete
symbols of the kind of grandeur and perdition reserved for those who violate
taboos and are immoderate in feeling, intelligence, and desire” (see “The Birth
of Lucifer”).® The presence of Sorel’s name in this category confirms his im-
portance for Caillois. However, when I recently asked Chavy if Sorel had been
of interest to him and his friends at Acéphale, he very clearly indicated that to
their mind, Sorel and his ideas belonged to a bygone era: “No, he was a fellow
from the nineteenth century!”?

FIRST LECTURE: SACRED SOCIOLOGY AND
THE RELATIONSHIPS AMONG “SOCIETY,”
“ORGANISM,” AND “BEING”

Caillots: Introduction

Need to study social questions

General ignorance of the results achieved by the sociological sciences.
Urgency of these studies.

Until now they primarily addressed primitive [rudimentary] ' societies.

1. Bibliggraphy. Objective presentation, which doesn’t mean without any
guiding ideas.

All notes in this chapter are the editor’s.
1. Crossed out.
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2. Metaphysics | Baraille]

Social: What is marked by constraint (generally external) [in all domains
(ext.)? nonfatal like a physical law].

Constraint— Sanction
Mystical sanctions: curse; excommunication, blacklist [index].3
Legal sanctions: execution; damages.
Moral sanctions: blame; disapproval.
Satirical sanctions: laughter; mockery.

E. Pittard. Les Races et Phistore [Races and history].*
Frangois Simiand. Statistigue et experience: Remarques de methode [ Statistics
and experience: Methodological remarks].®

Organicism. Biologists:
(Henri Milne-Edwards).
Lilienfeld (Russian).
Herbert Spencer; Espinas.
A. Schaeffle.®

Formalist Sociology, which studies relationships and not customs.
Ferdinand Tonnies.
Max Weber.
Georg Simmel.

2. Crossed out.

3. The term “index” might also refer to the Church Index.

4. Eugene Pittard, Les Races et Phistoire (Paris: Renaissance du livre, 1924).

s. Frangois Simiand, Statistique et expérience: Remarques de méthode (Paris: Riviere, 1922).
6. Henri Milne-Edwards, Legons sur la physiologie et Panat paree de Uk et des ani-
maux faites a la Faculté des sciences de Paris (Paris: V. Masson, 1857); cited in Cuvillier, 32. Paul
de Lilienfeld, Pensées sur la science sociale de Pavenir (1873—1881); cited in Cuvillier, 32. Herbert
Spencer, Principes de sociologte [1876 Eng. ed.] (Paris: G. Ballieres, 1879); cited in Cuvillier, 33.
Alfred Espinas, Des soci¢tés animales [1877 1st ed.] (Paris: F. Alcan, 1924); cited in Cuvillier, 35.
Albert Schaeflle, Structure et vie du corps social (1875—1878); Esquisse d’une sociologie (1906); cited
in Cuvillier, 3s.
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A. Vierkandt.
L. von Wiese —relational sociology; concrete mass—abstract mass.”

Bibliography

1. Animal Societies
W. Morton Wheeler? ants?

2. The Crowd

3. The Relation between Societies and Individuals

Fr. Nietzsche. The Will to Power

Emile Durkheim. Swuicide: A Study in Sociology; and Maurice Halb-
wachs. Les Causes du suicide.

Edward A. Westermarck. The Origin and Development of Moral Ideas.

E. Durkheim. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life.

Lucien Lévy-Bruhl.

Robert Hertz. “Prééminence de la main droite” (1907) [Preeminence
of the right hand].

Hubert and Mauss.

J. G. Frazer. “The Scapegoat.”

Ph. de Felice. Poisons sacrés et tvresses divines [ Sacred poisons and divine
wvresses|, religion and sexuality.

Mythology: Tchernowsky; Marcel Granet.®

7. For Tonnies, see Charmet, rev. of La Sociologie allemande contemporaine, by Raymond
Aron. Weber was added in pencil. Georg Simmel, Soziale Differenzierung (1890), Soziologie
(1908); cited in Cuvillier, 57; see also Georg Simmel, The Sociology of George Simmel, trans. and
ed. Kurt H. Wolff (Glencoe, Il: Free Press, 1950). Alfred Vierkandt, Kleine Gesellschaftsiehre
(Leipzig, 1923); cited in Cuvillier, 58; the bibliography to Man and the Sacred cites his “Das
heilige in den primitiven Religionen,” Die Dioskuren (1922). Leopold von Wiese, System der all-
gemeinen soziologie, 2 vols. (19245 Munich, 1929) and Soziologie: Geschichte und Hauptprobleme
(Berlin, 1926); cited in Cuvillier, s9.

8. When Caillois argues, in “The Praying Mantis,” that “myths are definitely not guardrails
set up at each dangerous curve in order to prolong the life of the individual or of the human
species,” he cites “the classical work by W. Morton Wheeler, Les Sociétés d’insectes (Paris, 1926).”

9. See Friedrich Nietzsche, Volonté de puissance, ed. Wiirzbach, trans. Geneviéve Bianquis
(Paris: Gallimard, 1936); see also Roger Caillois, rev. of La Volont¢ de puissance, by F. Nietzsche,
Inquisitions 1 (June 1936): ss. Emile Durkheim, Le Suicide (1897; Paris: Presses Universitaires
de France, 1999). Maurice Halbwachs, Les Causes du suicide (Paris: Félix Alcan, 1930). Edward
A. Westermarck, The Origin and Development of Moral Ideas, 2 vols. (London: Macmillan,
1906-1908). Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Joseph Ward
Swain (1912; Glencoe, II: Free Press, 1954). For Lévy-Bruhl, see Roger Caillois, rev. of La
Mythologie primitive, le monde mythique des australiens et des papous, by Lucien Lévy-Bruhl,
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[4.] Power
J. G. Frazer. The Magic Art and the Evolution of Kings.
Joseph de Maistre. Du Pape [The pope].
Georges Dumézil. Ouranos-Varuna.
G. Davy. La Foi jurée [Pledging one’s word].
Maurice Davie. La Guerre dans les sociétés primitives [ War in primitive
societies].
Marcel Mauss. Seasonal Variations of the Eskimo '

[5.] Secret Societies

[6.] Sacred Sociology of Modern Forms
Don Juan?
Genevieve Bianquis. Faust a travers quatre siecles [ Faust over four
centuries].

Cabhiers du Sud (Apr. 1935): 332—334, and rev. of L’Expérience mystique et les symboles chez les prim-
it1fs: Pages choisies, by Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, Nouvelle revue francaise (Aug. 1938): 321-324; the bib-
liography to Man and the Sacred cites only his Le Surnaturel et le sacré dans la mentalité primi-
tive (Paris, 1931). Robert Hertz, Mélanges de sociologie religieuse et de folklore (Paris: Alcan, 1928);
see Robert Hertz, Death and the Right Hand (Aberdeen: University Press, 1960). See the nu-
merous references to Hubert and Mauss in the bibliography of Man and the Sacred. James
Frazer, The Scapegoat (London: Macmillan, 1913); see also Roger Caillois, rev. of Le Bouc émis-
saire, by J. G. Frazer, Cahiers du Sud (Nov. 1936): 848—-8s0. Philippe de Felice, Poisons sacrés et
ivresses divines (Paris: Albin Michel, 1936); see also Roger Caillois, rev. of Poisons sacrés, ivresses
divines, by Ph. de Felice, Cabiers du Sud (Apr. 1937): 304 —306. Reference to Mythology: Tcher-
nowsky or perhaps reference to Va¢lav Cerny—see below. The bibliography in Man and the
Sacred (1939) refers to Marcel Granet, La Civilisation chinoise (Paris, 1925) and to Granet’s Fétes
et chansons anciennes de la Chine (Paris, 1919).

10. James Frazer, Les Origines magiques de la royauté (Paris: P. Geuthner, 1920); trans. of
James Frazer, The Magic Art and the Evolution of Kings (London: Macmillan, 1911). Joseph de
Maistre, Du Pape (Lyon: Rusand, 1819); see also Joseph de Maistre, The Pope (London: C. Dol-
man, 1850); Caillois also cites his Traité sur les sacrifices, 12th ed. (Lyon, 1881) in Man and the Sa-
cred and refers to de Maistre in “Sociologie du bourreau” (Sociology of the executioner)
(1939); rpt. in Instincts et sociétés (Paris: Gonthier, 1964). Georges Dumézil, Ouranos-Varuna
(Paris: Adrien-Maisonneuve, 1934); see also Roger Caillois, rev. of Ouranos-Varuna, by
Georges Dumézil, Cabiers du Sud (June 1935): 499—501. Geoges Davy, La Foi jurée (Paris: F.
Alcan, 1922); see also A. Moret and G. Davy, From Tribe to Empire: Social Organization among
Primitives and in the Ancient East (1st French ed. 1926; New York: Cooper Square, 1971), cited
in the bibliography to Man and the Sacred; see also Hollier, Le Collége de sociolggie, 35. Maurice
Davie, La Guerre dans les sociétés primitives (Paris: Payot, 1931); see also Roger Caillois, rev. of
La Guerre dans les sociétés primitives, by Maurice Davie, Nouvelle revue frangaise (Aug. 1936):
384—386. See Marcel Mauss: “Variations saisonnieres dans les sociétés eskimos” (1904 —1905),
in Sociolggie et anthropologie, ed. Georges Gurvitch (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France,
1989), 389—477; see also Marcel Mauss, Seasonal Variations of the Eskimo (Boston: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1979).
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Titanism.
Georges Sorel—
Wilhelm Reich. The Mass Psychology of Fascism.**

Hubert and Mauss. The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic
Societies 12
Gifts with the constraint of giving back.
Not individuals, but collectivities.
Total phenomenon: religious; judicial; artistic.
Wealth, strength, prestige, mana.
Not only gift, but also solemn destruction.

Life is a sequence of states of imbalance (biologist cited by Simiand).!3

1. See Gendarme de Bévotte, La Légende de don Juan (1st ed. 1906; Geneva: Slatkine
Reprints, 1993), cited in the bibliography to Man and the Sacred. Genevieve Bianquis, Faust &
travers quatre siécles (Paris: Librairie E. Droz, 193s), cited in the bibliography to Man and the
Sacred. For Titanism, see Vallav Cerny, Essai sur le titanisme dans la poésie romantique occiden-
tale entre 1815 et 1850 (Prague: Orbis, 1935); see also Roger Caillois, rev. of Essas sur le titanisme
dans la poésie romantique occidentale entre 1815 et 1850, by Vadlav Cerny, Nouvelle revue frangaise
(Nov. 1937): 847—849; rpt. in Les Cahiers de Chronos: Roger Caillois. See Sorel, Reflections on Vi-
olence; see also Roger Caillois, rev. of Propos de Georges Sorel, by Jean Variot, Nouvelle revue

Sfrangaise (Apr. 1936): 600—602. Michel Winock writes that Sorel was invoked by many differ-

ent political orientations: “Italian fascists, French fascists (both the real and the false ones) . . .
partisans of Workers Socialism, who were opposed to State Socialism, Socialism of ‘the intel-
lectuals,’ and Parliamentary Socialism.” Nationalisme, anti-sémitisme et fascisme en France (Paris:
Seuil, 1990), 334. Reich, Mass Psychology.

12. See Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies, trans.
Ian Cunnison (1907; New York: Norton, 1967).

13. Cuvillier cites Simiand’s quotation of the biologist who claimed, ““In my generation, we
had started out with a mechanical view of life; we were forced to acknowledge and seck to un-
derstand life as a sequence of states of imbalance” And Simiand adds that this last formula . . . in
his opinion expresses what is “specific to and central in economic development” and in social

life, generally speaking” (19r1).
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41

Introduction to “Dionysian Virtues”

Why Dionysus? Manfred Frank tells us that well before Nietzsche’s Birth of
Tragedy, “already, in Euripides, Dionysus was called the ‘new god’ or the ‘god
to come’: the god of future times to come, who safeguards the essence of reli-
gious hope for later generations after a mythical period has come to an end,
and in the context of a rationalist view of life.” But the return to archaic myth
on the part of a disenchanted modernity seeks not “what is beyond perception”
but merely Pivresse, adds Frank. If this remark perhaps applies to Bataille’s
Dionysus, Caillois was closer, I think, to Ernst Bloch, who believed that the
authentic Dionysus was hostile neither to the Enlightenment nor reason: “his
conflict is only with the forces of permanence, being, established order and ex-
clusion.”! Of course, Caillois’s intellectual framework was much more socio-
logical and also exclusionary, as we have seen.

In “Dionysian Virtues,” the term “virtue” (like “value” in “Aggressiveness
as a Value”) is void of ethical connotations: “virtue” is “what binds together” and
“vice” is “what dissolpes [loosens].” Roughly contemporaneous with “The Win-
ter Wind” and “Aggressiveness as a Value” in the first half of 1937, this is the
only essay that Caillois contributed to Bataille’s journal, Acéphale. At a time
when he himself was less interested in Dionysianism than in repressed “pon-
tifical” power, Caillois seems to be primarily offering a response or corrective
to Bataille. The preceding issue had specifically addressed Nietzsche and fas-
cism: Bataille talked of Nietzschean festival as “the aggressive and gratuitous
gift of oneself to the future, as opposed to chauvinist avarice, chained to the
past,” which Jacques Le Rider, citing Bataille’s anthropological scope, calls
a form of “Afro-Dionysianism.”? Caillois’s response, as in “The Function of
Myth,” is to profter a historical caveat about the distinction between archaic
and modern society. He had earlier argued that vestigial, modern Dionysian-
ism was relegated to the alienated, individual mind; now “Dionysian Virtues”
further insists that it undermines rather than reaffirms social cohesion when
“enjoyed in a purely individual way.” Ivresse does not intrinsically open up the
individual to other subjectivities: it is a total state, which gives one the illusion

“Les Vertus dionysiaques,” Acéphale 3- 4 (July 1937): 24 —26.



of power and existential intensity and fosters a violent attitude toward society.
Unlike the “intellect,” oriented toward conquest, évresse opts out.

But what about religious ecstasy? In his concurrent review of Felice’s Poisons
sacres, ivresses divines, Caillois emphasizes —against Felice—the distinction be-
tween svresse and mysticism. If the first entails “an dsolating state,” showing up
a certain lack in the individual’s relation to society, “the mystic is an isolated per-
son as well; and yet, viewed as a whole and in terms of its function, religion es-
sentially seems to be a force of uniting, of communing; rather than a force of
social scattering, on the contrary, it seems to be one of supersocialization, if
I may risk coining a term, since the presence of the sacred is precisely what
makes a community impossible to sunder.” How can the mystic achieve a state
of ecstasy that avoids the alienation of #vresse? Caillois draws a “fundamental
contrast” between the “function” of the private, modern consumption of drugs
or alcohol and “the shared consumption of the same toxic substances during
ritual ceremonies in antiquity and in ‘primitive’ societies.”3

We actually find Caillois praising the ritual usage of peyot! in a contempora-
neous article. Reviewing Louis Lewin’s Les Paradis artificiels, he first condemns
the obsessional, unconstrained imagination that he implicitly ascribes to Sur-
realism: “Every delirium . . . is a world that is closed, unimaginable and inac-
cessible to other people, and which is itself unable either to affect or imagine
them.” (In contrast, consciousness is “supple enough to pursue the specific
quirks of every folly, and aggressive enough to profit from this every time,
thereby enlarging its domain.”) And he also proceeds to enthusiastically en-
dorse the ivresse of peyotl, claiming that this drug is harmless, nontoxic, and
nonaddictive, and is nonetheless, “the most scorned of all. Of course, it does
not provide any euphoria, or cheap sense of well-being.” In peyot!’s favor, Cail-
lois argues that its hallucinations most deeply affect “the very structure of per-
ception,” without undermining “the faculties of introspection,” and thus pro-
vide the only “truly usable” research into the imagination.* Moreover, an
“unusually fascinating” study of the drug includes ethnographic discussions of
the Huichol Mexican Indians, who, “made the plant into some kind of God
and consume it ritually in the course of a prolonged collective quest and a se-
ries of magico-religious ceremonies.”®

Approches de Pimaginaire (1974 recalls that he envisioned the modern world
at the time through the works of Durkheim, Mauss, and Dumézil “that I
would oddly mix with reveries culled from novelistic works, especially from
D. H. Lawrence’s The Plumed Serpent.” ¢ Could his initial fantasies of Acéphale,
before it took shape as Bataille’s secret society and perhaps more in line with
Le Grand Jeu, have included some ritualistic consumption of the “lucid” hal-
lucinogenic, peyotl? In fact, Bataille’s group never used any drugs at all.”
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However, Bataille and Acéphale may have been hard-pressed to avoid what
“Dionysian Virtues” (and Baudelaire’s Paradis artificiels) consider the real risk
and temptation: the private pursuit of ecstasy. A former member of the group
recounted to me that Acéphale “was something nonviolent, in the end, abso-
lutely! . . . If it is possible to speak of excess it was insofar as each one of us
could . . . move toward . . . seeking . . . let’s say, ecstasy—which 1 did not reach,
and which certainly few participants in Acéphale did reach. But that was the di-
rection in which we were going.”® Furthermore, Acephale’s increasing secrecy
and retreat from all sociopolitical action aligned it with what Caillois here calls
the traditional “closed, local cults of the towns” —as opposed to revolutionary,
historical Dionysianism, which was “open and universal.”

DIONYSIAN VIRTUES

When the mind adopts a very severe form of self-discipline and laws that are
very strict at the very least, it must apparently pay equal attention to presses and
be disturbed by the mere fact of their existence. Indeed, it can never be fully
sure that it will never experience any temptation or remorse on their account.
In private, the mind can always keep itself in check and retain full control over
any instinctual anticipations. In public, it can restrict the workings of its facul-
ties to merely stating the obvious; proposing whatever can be expressed and
defined; proceeding over fully conquered and assimilated ground; and sug-
gesting only what is verifiable and already part of some systematic framework.
Quite rightly, such austerity confers boundless power, and the austere mind
acquires a cohesion that makes it impenetrable, like an army whose every tac-
tical element benefits from the integral power of its total strength. Nonethe-
less, such a mind still feels the constant appeal of vresses. As a matter of fact, it
is likely to be even more vulnerable in this regard because a mind so tightly
bound always gets swept away as a whole; it is too unified to divide itself up,
thereby cutting its losses at the onset of vertigo. It could not conceivably remain
any less integral in a spasmodic state than when engaged in cool calculation.
Such a mind is just as ready for the first as it is practiced in the second, and it
feels a sense of release that seems so explosive simply because it follows on an
excessively high degree of tension.

Moreover, Pivresse presents itself as a total state, whose domain encompasses
the full range of human activities, at least in a virtual sense, as they all submit
and fall silent even when it only arouses a single one. If we add that semi-ivresse
of superior lucidity, described by Baudelaire, to those defined by Nietzsche,
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namely, the three intoxicating forces—strong liquor, love, and cruelty—we see
at once that ecstasy can arise on the basis of anything whatsoever, and this
without in any way altering its characteristically forceful sense of power. What-
ever the deep effects of ecstasy might be, and whatever value one ascribes to
them, they certainly entrance people, giving them the impression of having
achieved the highest intensity of being (except, in a certain sense, for a few par-
alyzing toxins—which also nonetheless provide a feeling of intense and calm,
albeit contemplative, superiority). And so people prefer these rare moments,
which they immediately yearn to renew, over the rest of their lives.

Thus, beyond the fact that the various zpresses concern the individual in his
most indefeasible self, they also seem to entail for him, in a natural way, a vio-
lent attitude toward society, and they may reflect certain problems in his ad-
justment to collective life. Here again we find an opposition (perhaps not the
least important) between the #vresses and the intellect: the intellect is destined
to conquer, and the #vresses are scornfully resigned to flaring up in isolation, ex-
clusively for themselves.

Yet history suggests that this opposition is not at all absolute. To the extent
that society cannot grant Dionysian virtues their fair share, that it mistrusts
and persecutes instead of integrating them, people are reduced to acquiring—
despite society—the gratifications that should properly come from society, and
from society alone. Indeed, the essential value of Dionysianism was precisely
that it brought people together by socializing something that, when enjoyed in
astrictly individual way, divides them more than anything else does. Better yet,
for Dionysianism, participating in ecstasy and a communal apprehension of
the sacred was the sole cement of the collectivity it was founding; for the mys-
teries of Dionysus were open and universal, unlike the closed, local cults of the
towns. Thus, Dionysianism placed the sovereign forms of turbulence at the
very core of the social organism; when they started to decompose, society
drove them out into the wastelands of its structure’s outer periphery, where it
expelled anything that could possibly threaten its cohesiveness.! The former
development involved nothing less than the most radical revolution. And it is
significant that Dionysianism coincided with the upsurge of the rural populace
against the urban patriciate, and that the spread of infernal cults at the expense
of the Uranian religion was due to the victory of the lower social strata over the
traditional aristocracies. At the same time, the values switched signs: the two

1. In fact, in ancient Rome, Bacchanalia were prohibited, as being both contrary to the
mores and harmful to the security of the State. As for Greece, Euripides’ Bacchae (a document
that, it should be said, is extremely tricky to use as evidence) shows clearly enough that the
spread of the Dionysian cult did not take place without challenging the authorities.
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poles of the sacred—the base and the holy—changed places. What had been
marginal, with all the interesting opprobrium attached to this epithet, now be-
came constitutive of order and nodal, as it were. What was asocial (or seemed
so) united the collective energies, crystallizing and exciting them—it ostensi-
bly served as a supersocializing force.

In light of this survey, we may now refer to Dionysian virtues—taking virtue
to mean what binds together and vice what dissolves [loosens]. For it is enough
that a single collectivity should use Dionysian virtues as its emotional founda-
tion and make them the unique basis of its members’ solidarity (precluding all
forms of geographical, historical, racial, or linguistic predetermination).? This
will ensure that the people they attract will deem Dionysian virtues unjustly
thwarted in a society that seeks to ignore them, and which cannot suppress
them; to make such people wish, and believe it possible, to unite by means of
these virtues into an organic formation that can be neither reduced nor assim-
ilated; and finally, to heighten their resolve to adopt this strategy, which is al-
ways available.

2. Here we should refer to an entire sociology of brotherhoods, which is unfortunately still
quite undeveloped. We must point out two characteristics: brotherhoods exist as strong struc-
tures in a loose social milieu. They are formed by replacing factual determinations (birth, etc.),
upon which the cohesiveness of this milieu normally depends, with a free act of choice that is
consecrated by a kind of initiation and solemn admission into the group. They tend to con-
sider this acquired kinship as equivalent to blood relationship (whence the constant use of the
term brother among adepts). This makes the resulting bond stronger than any other and guar-
antees its primacy in the event of any conflict.
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12

Introduction to “Aggressiveness as a Value”

With the demise of the Popular Front, Caillois would call for a group, or or-
der, as a vehicle for “militant orthodoxy.” Sorel was most likely paramount. “It
is with elite troops,” Sorel states in Reflections on Violence, “perfectly trained by
monastic life, ready to brave all obstacles, and filled with an absolute
confidence in victory, that Catholicism has been able, until now, to triumph
over its enemies. Each time that a formidable peril has arisen for the Church,
men, particularly adept, like the great captains, at discerning the weak points
of an opposing army, created new religious orders, appropriate to the tactics
demanded by the new struggle.”! “Aggressiveness as a Value” thus offers a the-
oretical model for an elective community, which is a theoretical backbone of
“The Winter Wind,” presented to the College of Sociology shortly thereafter.
The constitution of “an order” should suffice, in and of itself, Caillois argues,
to create “order” (read: “militant orthodoxy”) and rather magnetically “re-
compose social decay.” The idea of aggressiveness is only aggressive —by which
Caillois means conquering or contagious—when translated through the self-
consciousness of a group into “value.” But here again, as with Dionysian vir-
tue, we confront a (Durkheimian) conceptual vacancy because such value
merely expresses the social order itself. The initial set of eleven doctrinal guide-
lines for Acéphale (drafted by Bataille on April 4, 1936) had opened with an
equally circular Durkheimian injunction: “To form a community that creates
values, values that create cohesiveness.” It closed with the Nietzchean com-
mand: “Assert the value of violence and the will to be aggressive inasmuch as
they are at the basis of all power.”? However, Caillois’s theory of aggression
was diametrically opposed to Bataille’s.

On February 9, 1937, the document that gave Acéphale its explicit form, the

“L>Agressivité comme valeur,” L’Ordre nouveau (June 1937): 56—s58. Jean Grenier wrote about
Aron and Dandieu’s L’Ordre nouveau, that it, “has several things in common with Esprit. Both
would like to block the formation of new totalitarian States—whether fascist or communist—
where the individual is nothing more than one unit in the mass, a mere instrument at the hands
of the State, ‘the coldest of all the cold monsters,’ Nietzsche used to say” (“L’Ordre nouveau,”
Nouvelle revue frangaise 263 [ August 1935]: 297).



Constitution du journal intérienr (Constitution of an internal diary), did not list
Caillois as a member. Yet it revealed that an important meeting had occurred
two days earlier, “in which Caillois took part [and where he stated] the prin-
ciples that should, in his view, direct the formation of a group. After Caillois’s
talk, Bataille tried to show what a man in the throes of aggressiveness should
experience in the wake of the reductions that Christianity and Socialism had
sought to bring about.”3 Bataille read “Ce que j’ai a dire” (What I have to say),
expounding at length on the need to live aggressiveness in a free and experien-
tial rather than instrumental fashion (i.c., as harnessed to religion or to the fa-
therland): “It is likely that now more than at any other point in time, human
existence needs to face the highly wrenching and overwhelming reality of ag-
gressiveness.”* Vincent Descombes has explained, in general terms, how Ba-
taille’s schema— conflating Durkheim and Nietzsche, or the profane with rea-
son and the sacred with violence—is one in which “violence, just like the
sacred, becomes a condition of human life. The philosopher who chooses rea-
son over violence figures as a ‘platonist,” an ‘ascetic,’ an ‘enemy of life.””*

At this session, Caillois undoubtedly read some version of “Aggressiveness
as a Value” because Bataille wrote to Jean Rollin on July 17, 1937: ““If we are
truly united, if we form a true community,” Caillois asserted in front of us,
‘nothing will be able to resist us.” Caillois is unaware that we already form a
true community but, in improvising, he expressed a belief that, in practice,
turns out to be unfounded. Given the fact that the community among us al-
ready exists, we ourselves can witness the resistance which it encounters.”®
(This confirms Caillois’s status as an outsider to Acéphale by mid-1937.) More-
over, “Aggressiveness as a Value” quite clearly contradicts Bataille by uphold-
ing self-mastery and self-discipline as opposed to unleashed turbulence. Here
and elsewhere in his writings at the time, he recasts the Nietzschean categories
of master and slave into those of “producer” and “consumer,” which, as critics
have noted, contain Saint-Simonian associations. “The Winter Wind” explains
that these terms are more relevant than are master/slave to the contemporary
world because they “simultaneously evoke the economic substratum and trans-
late a vital attitude that, without being completely determined by this substra-
tum, is often merely its direct result in the simplest cases.”” For Caillois, the
distinction first and foremost reflects the status of desire: “The quality of indi-
viduals can chiefly be measured in terms of how much they will give up for the
mere possibility of greater self-mastery.” This is quite antithetical to what he
calls “the extravagantly optimistic belief that self-abandonment is sufficient to
conquer the skies,” in which we can discern a criticism of Bataille’s Nietzschean
elite.8 Hollier correlates Kojéve’s Marxist and anthropological reading of Hegel
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with Bataille’s notion of “unproductive expenditure,” because in the initial
fight to the death for recognition, the master—unlike the slave—is ready to
give up his life.®

By 1938, citing La Boétie’s theory of voluntary “servitude” (see introduc-
tion), Caillois was likewise concerned with the first stage of the master/slave
dialectic, but specifically with the master’s “existential impasse™: the slave must
be free for his recognition or submission to be valid.!® Indeed, Caillois’s
“L’Aridité” thus states: “One works to free those beings whom one seeks to en-
slave and to render obedient only to oneself.”!! “Witty phrase no doubt di-
rectly inspired by Kojeve’s seminar!” writes Le Rider, while for Walter Benja-
min, “[Caillois] has thus very simply described the fascistic Praxis. —It is sad to
see a wide muddy stream spewing forth from a lofty source.”!? Neither com-
mentator seems familiar with Caillois’s attempts to explore this impasse in
terms of gender relations in several texts, including a lyrical novella, L’Asle
frotde (1938) —through the prism of Corneille and Montesquieu’s Persian Let-
ters.!3 Let us first recall Kojeve’s influential sexual translation of Hegelian rec-
ognition: the master desires not the body but the free “desire” of the slave. It
is perhaps not irrelevant, then, that Caillois speaks of imposed jouissance, which
Hollier terms “rose-tinted sadism.”!* More charitably, though, Caillois ap-
plauds “that ethics of love depicted by Corneille’s extraordinary Place Royale”
where the hero “loves enough to wish, first and foremost, that his beloved
should achieve independence and self-control—to wish to see her proud rather
than humiliated.” Caillois discerns this in André Rouveyre’s novel Silence,
where the female character by the end “understands the meaning of the strin-
gent training imposed by her lover; and once she has become a predator like
him, she thanks him for having forced her to endure this severe healing-pro-
cess.” 15 His own novella, L’Aile froide, on the other hand, depicts the tortured
“existential impasse” of a despot with respect to his harem because he cannot
bring about the paradox of a free slave. “Everything can be reduced to a mat-
ter of power and possession,” declares “L’Aridité,” “and here prevail relation-
ships that are cruel, irreversible, and implacable.” 16

Indeed, “The Winter Wind” explicitly rejects the ensuing stages of the
master/slave dialectic. For Kojeve, the master is a consumer and his slave is a
producer—which is precisely why the latter can dialectically “overcome” en-
slavement through work: “The complete, absolutely free man . . . will be the
Slave who has ‘overcome’ his Slavery. If idle Mastery is an impasse, laborious
Slavery, in contrast, is the source of all human, social, historical progress. His-
tory is the history of the working slave.”!” Such an evolution is what Caillois’s
static categories, grounded in the biology of the praying mantis, will categori-
cally deny.
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AGGRESSIVENESS AS A VALUE

This essay expresses the anthor’s personal opinion—rather similar to ours—about a
crucial question. We suggested the topic to Roger Caillots, who was willing to voice his
views. He is thus the first to do so from amonyg those who, without being members of
L’Ordre nouvean, nonetheless also believe that the currvent structure of society is un-
acceptable. (Editors’ note)

A tradition of empty revolt and mechanical disobedience should currently make
those destined for any kind of action view aggressiveness in a negative light,
and rightly so. Given the attempt to make aggressiveness a virtue at all times,
it has simply become an irritating habit, which seems both the mask as well as
the revenge of impotence and weakness. It is hard to imagine anything quite
so sterile as these fits of temper, which force themselves to disdain the intellect
merely because they sense that they have all to fear from it. Some of these tur-
bulent disorders, hailed as exemplary ways of life, lack any purpose or future;
they do not really seek either. They attract attention (and only this) with their
pleasant little scandals—equally made up of coquettishness and nervous ten-
sion. In the circumstances, anyone wishing to turn aggressiveness into a value
has an initial duty to dissociate his own actions from these loud, episodic
events. Turbulence can never serve as a strategic means of combat. Political par-
ties thus renounce terrorism on an individual scale as soon as they see any real
chance of coming to power. Certain kinds of sobriety are more fearsome than
the lack of restraint.

The deep, irreducible root of aggressiveness lies in the will to boundless ex-
pansion that is inherent in any idea clearly grasped by the intellect and capable
as well of exerting effective motor control over the emotions. There is no judg-
ment that does not directly want to pass into action. Indeed, it should be said
(against those who, with shameful indulgence, separate knowledge from ac-
tion) that there is so little actual discontinuity between the two that any new
realization as such means accepting one’s responsibility and firmly deciding to
act. Of course, it should be noted that ideas are born into a world that is dan-
gerously receptive, with a truly excessive capacity for absorption. Thus, ideas
do not have to contend with a sharp opposition that would force them to be
more clear-cut and decisively to choose between surrender or resistance. In-
stead, they receive a welcome that is far too liberal and are hence assimilated
(more securely than if by constraint) into what they were precisely supposed
to fight. So the aggressiveness at their core is what serves to keep them inde-
pendent, nonetheless, and to make them last. Yet aggressiveness cannot take on
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its full signification without a great effort of constant lucidity, even though it
is determined by necessity. It must be just as transparent, coherent, sustained,
and disciplined as people, on the contrary, enjoy imagining it as dark and
murky, fleeting and capricious, indiscreet and agitated. In every one of his ac-
tions, an individual must know just what he is advancing and just what he is
holding back. And what ensues from these principles must imperatively guide
his stance on each specific point. The only valid and fertile aggressiveness is
that of a cohesive, u#nified being, regardless of how brutal and unsteady this
unification might be at the outset—and remain.

Both movements and ideologies can thereby acquire a measure of hardness
that is abnormal but necessary in a crumbling world, a world that is menacing
in the manner of a sponge rather than a wall. Thus, in a society with a totter-
ing and loose structure, bodies can take shape that are almost foreign, utterly
indigestible, stubborn, and opposed to the surrounding decay. In contrast
(however small they themselves might be), their strong structure tends to dis-
organize and recompose this decay about itself according to its lines of force—
just as large masses irresistibly attract less weighty and dense bodies into their
own orbit.

Various considerations (economic ones being the least significant) lead one
to divide people into moral categories as well, into those of producers and con-
sumers. Therefore, it is important to stress above all that the consumers are
infinitely malleable relative to the resistant nature of the producers. Indeed, at
any given moment, the producers know precisely what they can concede and
what they must preserve. They guarantee their life’s worth through the value
of the work to which it is devoted and find themselves in a situation where it
would be wrong for them to maintain any fatal neutrality. For their opponents
(whose chief strength is their number and inertia) would never trigger hostili-
ties in which they would have everything to lose and which would reveal their
deepest frailties. The lessons of history attest to this. Whenever a community
of men has come together as the deliberate result of a mutual decision, a voiced
common will, and a shared goal to pursue —rather than due to the enslaving or
skillful effects of the past, or due to chance —this community (whether the So-
ciety of Jesus or the Ku Klux Klan) has always been ridiculously small at the
outset. Yet it enjoyed a measure of success oddly disproportionate to such ori-
gins, and this success could hardly have been foreseen. Of course, these com-
munities were aggressive by nature. But one should note that this reflects their
structure’s extreme density and unitary form, as if, to create order, it were first
necessary to constitute an order in the concrete sense of the term, as when
referring to a monastic or military organization. Hence, it is as if order and
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health tended to propagate themselves, gaining ground from one thing to an-
other, like rot and decay, through a process of contagion.

For that matter, it is only right that the primacy of strength over weakness,
of self-restraint over laisser-aller, of the organic over the inorganic should im-
pose itself solely by virtue of the qualities inherent in their respective natures.
And then, if there should remain—and there inevitably will remain—a residual
set of people who are unmoved by example, it is no less right that once this
form of persuasion has been exhausted, they should be subject to that of con-
straint—even if this might grant them the cohesiveness that they lacked, put
them on the path that led their victors to triumph, and make them become
conscious of themselves.

Aggressiveness is an obligation tied to circumstances and to the demands
of an inner imperative. Yet leaving aside these two complementary aspects, ag-
gressiveness has basically a single definition: namely, it is the attribute not
of triumph but of legitimate conquest. It is hard to see, besides, what fatal
sense of propriety would make an orthodoxy refrain from resorting to the sec-
ular arm.
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18

Introduction to “The Birth of Lucifer”

Caillois’s important preface to Le Mythe et Phomme (June 1937) echoes Mauss’s
A General Theory of Magic in defining the magician as a rebellious individual
whose behavior, albeit infused with collective belief and superstition, is “dis-
orderly, elective, criminal.” Caillois, like Mauss, contrasts such private moti-
vation with that of religion and its purveyor, which is “systematic, orderly,
and required.”! Caillois adduces to magic, though, Frazer’s ideas about the
pontifical will to power.?2 The opposition he draws here between magic and
religion thus contrasts the “attitude of conquest” with “mysticism,” or the
“will to power” and “intelligence” with “sensitivity” and “passivity.” Religion
is “theopathic,” whereas magic is “an attempt to extend the field of awareness
to incorporate the suprasensible realm. This aspect, both aggressive and sci-
entific, is why it is termed theurgical.”® With the figure of Lucifer—prideful,
fallen “light-bearer” of the Old Testament—he used elements of both.

“The Birth of Lucifer” paints a detailed picture of the transgressive Ro-
mantic individualist whose job in the late 1930s, according to “The Winter
Wind,” is to regroup with his fellow masters and fight society on its own
terms. Was this lavishly illustrated text, painting Lucifer’s turn from literature
to action, both describing—and itself secking to embody— the move from es-
capist to effective, and fascinating, literary exemplum or myth (see introduc-
tion)? In 1939, Man and the Sacred pointed to the devil as an incarnation
of the sacred endowed with the dual powers of attraction and repulsion: “the
tormentor also appears as the seducer and, if need be, as the comforter. Ro-
mantic literature, in exalting Satan and Lucifer, in endowing both with every
charm, has merely developed their true nature, according to the very logic of
the sacred.”* Citing “The Birth of Lucifer” as one of his favorite essays, in 1971
Caillois specified: “For me, Lucifer, as his name suggests, is the demon or an-
gel of lucidity. And I have always made a great distinction between Satanic and
Luciferian.”® Ambiguous though he may be, in other words, Lucifer is not Sa-
tan. He marks the move from “profaning” to “making sacred” described in
“The Winter Wind,” where Caillois calls for training an impulsive “sense of re-

“La Naissance de Lucifer,” Verve (Paris) 1 (December 1937): 150-71.



volt” with “discipline, strategy and patience” so that the Satanic “spirit of riot-
ing” will become the spirit of Luciferian conquest.®

“The Birth of Lucifer” provides a historical, theoretical, and mythical por-
trait of such a persona, describing the rise of the intellectual in terms of Ro-
mantic alienation. Whereas the Enlightenment philosophes, sponsored by the
Court and grandees, lacked intellectual autonomy, postrevolutionary thinkers
lost patronage but gained intellectual authority. The first generation of Ro-
mantics took up the “compensatory” image of Satan: “the Angel of Evil, mo-
tivated by the best sentiments.” Their “ineffectual recriminations” were then
replaced by the second, Luciferian generation of Romantics, in particular
Balzac and Baudelaire (see “Paris, a Modern Myth™). This echoes Caillois’s re-
view of Vadlav Cerny’s magisterial Essai sur le titanisme dans la poésic vomantique
occidentale entve 1815 et 1850, on the Romantic rejection of Kantian collective
morality for Promethean individualism. Caillois had harshly condemned
Cerny for disregarding the rise of social romanticism in 1850, when “literature,
strictly speaking, brutally gives way to an entirely different activity, which is lit-
erary only as a matter of tradition, convenience or blindness.”” In a less his-
torical sense, Lucifer also stems from Corneille and the Jesuits, who gave the
playwright, notes Caillois elsewhere, “his theory of liberty, energy and of sub-
ordinating one’s will, instincts and feelings in order to carry out a chosen goal,
despite every obstacle.” He makes clear the current relevance of such a tradi-
tion when he reviews Brasillach’s biography, Corueille, and sharply faults the
extreme right-wing writer’s light treatment of the sociohistorical context, such
as La Fronde—adding, “our time is witnessing the rise of other, more solid
reasons, to be prepared.”® Indeed, the whole tenor of “The Birth of Lucifer”
is very grim; and when Caillois’s Luciferian individuals bond together, they do
so in the icy clime of “The Winter Wind,” their only radiance being that “sov-
ereign irony at watching themselves live in the tragic moment. This supreme de-
tachment of strong men that Stirner mentions shows them their worth and as-
sures them of the worthlessness of all those who would be incapable of equal
elegance.”® Such elegance is not sheer dandyism. In 1936, Caillois held up
Montherlant as a key point of reference for the “honor-code of a moral aris-

»

tocracy”1%; however, by the late 1930s, he would assail the “fantasy,” “mischie-
vousness,” “libertine behaviour,” and “insouciant availability” of this writer’s
aristocratic stance.!!

What kind of Satanism was Caillois seeking to supersede in 1937? I have
suggested that it was largely Bataille and the “Romantic despair” of Acéphale
(see introduction). The antithesis of Luciferian light and Satanic dark points

almost too clearly to Bataille, given his first statement about Acéphale in June
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1936: “What we are undertaking is a war. It is time to forsake the civilized
world and its light. . . . Secretly or not, we must become entirely different or
else cease to exist.”!? As for Caillois’s highly critical comments about Satan’s
followers in “The Birth of Lucifer,” emphasizing their ineffectual individual-
ism, “lack of power, disorientation, and lack of practical sense,” this tallies well
with the available evidence regarding the conflict between Caillois and “the
friends of Bataille” (see introduction). “The Birth of Lucifer” was published
next to Bataille’s “Van Gogh Prométhée.” The two are interesting to compare.
Over the next year, Caillois would imbue Lucifer with increasingly lunar con-
notations.'? Even in this first sketch, however, the cerebral Luciferian self-mas-
tery offers a radical antithesis to the solar, ecstatic self-sacrifice of Van Gogh’s
life and work: “what binds savage human fate to radiance, explosion, and flame,
and only in this way to power.” !4

We might also consider the figure of Lucifer as a counterpart to the head-
less Acéphale, whose image, drawn by André Masson, adorned the cover of
the publication, Acéphale. When thus viewed as a form of literary, avant-
garde propaganda, like “The Winter Wind” (see introduction), Caillois’s Lu-
cifer could perhaps shed light on his aforementioned reveries inspired by
D. H. Lawrence’s The Plumed Serpent in the late 1930s. “It contained a whole
theory of the sacred, and of the living sacred, the active sacred,” he recalled
about the novel in 1970, referring, in particular, to the “lyricism of its hymns.” 15
It remains to be seen whether Lawrence’s mysterious and provocative work
about an artificial cult of Quetzalcoatl, launched by Mexican revolutionaries,
and involving human sacrifice, played any role within Acéphale itself.!¢ We
have already noted Caillois’s interest in the Mexican Huichol Indians’ ritual
use of peyotl (see “Dionysian Virtues”). However, this drug does not figure
prominently, if at all, in The Plumed Serpent. A more immediate correlation is
the rather demonic image of Quetzalcoatl, as embodied by the leader, Don Ra-
mon, and as portrayed in the hymns Don Ramon creates for his countrymen:
“Do you hear the rats of the darkness gnawing at your inside? /. . . / If the star
shone within you/ No rat of the dark dared gnaw you. / But I am Quetzalcoatl,
of the Morning Star. / I am the living Quetzalcoatl. / And you are men who
should be men of the Morning Star” (Lawrence 339). So too, Caillois’s Lucifer,
“more than ever represents the morning star in the sky of dawn.”
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THE BIRTH OF LUCIFER

Without addressing its deep causes for now, let us note that one of the psy-
chological phenomena of the early nineteenth century with the greatest reper-
cussions was the birth and spread of poetic Satanism, the fact that the writer
readily sided with the Angel of Evil and felt that they shared specific affinities.
From this perspective, romanticism appears in part as a traunsmutation of values.
Gradually during the eighteenth century, then quite brutally after the French
Revolution, the artist discovered that he was an outcast from the organized so-
cial structure. Because he had previously held his own place in society, he had
remained there without exceeding its bounds: the pensions granted by the
king and grandees freed him from all worries and let him dedicate himself
to masterpieces, which were solely aimed at perfection. There could be no
thought of contending with difficulties he did not even imagine. However,
once the divorce between social structures and writer had occurred, the latter
was abruptly left to his own devices; for the first time, he experienced anxiety
and independence, the torment and pride of being isolated—or, as he ex-
pressed it, misunderstood. Confronted with problems, he acquired the ambition
to solve them. Because he lacked any appointed position, he desired them all,
but he did not wish to take upon himself any single one, strictly speaking, and
become a sort of technician. He did not wish to renounce the right to pass
judgment on all things, which he was beginning to view as his own role. Be-
cause he believed that he represented the intellect, he felt he had a word to say
at all times and, if need be, a responsibility to assume. In so doing, he was al-
ready challenging those in power, running the risk of contradicting or hinder-
ing them, and already viewing them as a form of constraint.

Thus was born the sntellectual, a type that would have been quite incon-
ceivable at an earlier date. Although the task he sought to achieve was no doubt
disinterested, he did not shun listening to the rumors of the forum. He was
personally touched by the iniquities of the world and held some ideal author-
ity accountable for them in the name of the intellect. To this turning point has
been traced the end of art’s status as a special finality. Thereafter, art would no
longer constitute a self-sufficient activity. Thus was launched a crucial debate
in the history of thought; it has not yet been fully resolved. Since that time, the
relations between man and the world have been fundamentally unstable, in a
way that currently overshadows all other aspects of the question.

The writer hence began to examine both himself and the world. He usurped
the functions of priest, philosopher, and legislator; he tried to usurp those of
the man of action and politician. The individual taken as the absolute point of
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reference and the highest authority was the point of departure and mainspring
of Satanism, when—after European society had been recast by the ideas of the
French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars—it defined the program of a gen-
eration that had harbored extravagant ambitions and thought it possible to
fulfill them, but then soon met with unforeseen, unacceptable, and disheart-
ening obstacles. This dawning titanism was not the conceptual creation of
a few isolated individuals. It was an authentic collective force searching for
an image that could condense and valorize these acute and commonly shared
aspirations, an image that would be a sign, incitement, and example. It was
not long before the celestial projection of man’s demands culminated in Sa-
tanic mythology. From Byron to Vigny the figure of the Angel of Evil took
shape, driven by the best sentiments. He dispensed justice, was compassion-
ate and humanitarian, and protected the weak; he was the born enemy of all
power, scorned dogmas and morality, and was the divine representative of
anarchical whims. He expected nothing from society and had no intention of
sacrificing to it any independence, nor any of his most excessive and deadly
impulses.

There was an underside to this coin. It seems that this ideal figure was
merely a compensatory image—to which oppressed, maladjusted, and timid in-
dividuals would delegate a greatness that consoled them for their own medi-
ocrity. This power and audacity were all the more grandiose as the individuals
themselves were hesitant and weak.

And so, typically, this rebel’s attitude was always purely defensive. Van-
quished but not persuaded by God, he remained without any gain for himself,
“a soul that dared make use of its immortality” and that, continually denounc-
ing the wretchedness of the world and the injustice of the Creator, desperately
opposed right to might.

Under the circumstances, Satanism first and foremost appeared as an in-
stinctive and courageous, but heedless, revolt against the existence of evil and
established powers. As an insurrection of sensitivity, Satanism regarded the
intellect with suspicion and viewed the discipline it involved as unbearable
chains. It held that any apprenticeship was a servitude, and that any constant
effort meant the loss of some freedom. Proud and miserable, now secking ref-
uge in the nocturnal side of nature, Satan could there do little more than
spread his tattered wings—those of a bat driven away by the light. Similarly,
his followers seemed to assert the rights of the individual without being able
to do more than despair of ever exercising them. Their disdain poorly masked
their impotence, disorientation, and lack of practical sense.

Thereupon, a certain severity toward these ineffectual recriminations began
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to arise among more demanding individuals. They thought back to the un-
yielding energy of Corneille’s heroes, the deliberate harshness of Montes-
quicw’s Sylla. Balzac admired the Company of Jesus [the Jesuits] and wrote its
history. Baudelaire, as a child, dreamed of becoming the Pope, but a “military
Pope.” The Luciferian spirit was born.

As his successor, Lucifer did not give up any of Satan’s demands. However,
he did stop performing the roles of the maudits and of the innocent victims of
the latters’ taste for justice. He accepted that force was the law of the world; he
took stock of the rules of the game and, in adhering to them, became an ad-
versary who was all the more formidable in that he thus remained less open to
attack. Calculating and conquering, he did not believe that revolt was sufficient
in and of itself, nor that bursts of instinct always led to victory. His lucidity,
which he viewed as his primary and most powerful weapon, gave him a coolly
detached and sometimes cynical indifference, which made him an accurate ac-
countant of reality.

Lucifer is entirely focused on what is possible and undertakes it without de-
lay. He is Satan in action; an intelligent Satan; and, in a certain sense, a coura-
geous Satan. Like Satan, he is probably inclined to pessimism by nature; like
Satan, he has probably been fed on various longings and indignations —which
are not very dangerous to the extent that they already involve a kind of satis-
faction. But with William the Taciturn, he knows that there is no need to hope
in order to undertake —nor to succeed in order to persevere.! The single deci-
sion not to perish has made him decide to conquer and to make others perish.
Although his passion drives him toward distant goals, he fixes the objectives of
the day with a clear eye that nothing can blur. Discerning and enumerating the
different means that will allow him to achieve these ends, he is as patient and
precise as a geometer, as sparing of his moves as a chess player. He selects the
one that is surest, most sober, as well as the most secret, or the most insolent.
He is indulgent by design, disdainful by nature; he never forgives without vis-
ibly indicating his reserve, thus gaining the upper hand both by the under-
standing he displays and by the contempt he reveals. He is as troubling by vir-
tue of the leniency he grants to others as by virtue of that which he rejects for
himself. The principle of his authority is a severity applied only to himself. The
ambition not to remain a slave makes him desire to be the master. A taste for
not obeying gives him that for commanding; at the same time, it teaches him
the necessity and nature of obedience. Having enough faith in his rebellion to

1. [William the Taciturn, or William the Silent (1533—1584), an extremely wealthy aristocrat,
was renowned as the heroic liberator of Holland from Spanish rule. —Ed.]
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view it as a future order, he does not tolerate any indiscipline, from any source,
that might undermine it. Therefore, the full temper of domination inhabits
this stubborn free spirit.

It is in this complex that the Luciferian spirit properly resides, as a force of
darkness raging in the light. Perhaps one would not have thought that passion
was more fearsome when methodical than when inflamed. Lucifer makes us
perceive the extent of this error and, more than ever, represents the morning
star in the sky of dawn.
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Introduction to “Paris, a Modern Myth”

“Paris, a Modern Myth” develops Caillois’s discussion of Romantic individu-
alism in “The Birth of Lucifer” regarding the second-generation Romantics,
such as Baudelaire and Balzac, who replaced aesthetics with ethics, in his opin-
ion, and made literature into something “serious at last.”! But here, he also de-
velops another crucial aspect of “The Winter Wind,” namely, its argument in
favor of elective, aristocratic communities—as the only means conceived by
figures such as Baudelaire and Balzac, “when the individualists of the last cen-
tury imagined a sort of conquest of society (which they never at all attempted
to realize).”?

Victoria Ocampo’s introductory speech about Caillois to the members
of Sur in August 1939 defined the College of Sociology as an attempt to ex-
plore the questions raised by Surrealism but, unlike the latter, with intellectual
rigor and lucidity: through a “slow, patient, scientific” approach that, none-
theless, did not neglect the “passionate,” “basic instinctual needs” at their core.
Ocampo further explained that “the ‘College of Sociology’ deems it necessary
to take into account the influence of political events, chiefly of the large move-
ments of the postwar, that is, Leninism, fascism and Hitlerism. Those collec-
tive phenomena show and prove that social movements, today, extend beyond
individuals and that they have their own laws. The founders of the ‘College of
Sociology’ believe that given these postulates, and under these conditions,
mythology can be defined as an interface between blind social demands and
certain obscure needs of the human soul, such as those which psychoanalysis
has revealed to us.”?

To the decade’s common question—What is the counterpart to archaic
myth in modern society? —“Paris, a Modern Myth” offers, on the one hand,
the standard reply that it could not be literature. Literature is precisely what
happens to myth divested of its moral authority or collective coercive force,
that has become mere aesthetic pleasure.* Yet, Caillois speaks, on the other
hand, of the Luciferian literary sociologist, who strategically explores the col-
lective, mythical dynamics of the nineteenth-century literary imagination.
“The Noon Complex” and the research from which it stemmed had revealed

“Paris, mythe moderne,” in Le Mythe et 'homme (Paris: Gallimard, 1938).



the mythical emotions associated with a specific hour throughout Indo-Euro-
pean history. “Paris, a Modern Myth” explores those tied to a specific place—
presumably the reader’s own home—and to a recent past.

Besides highlighting in general the emergence of a mass reading public,
Caillois ofters a historical, sociodemographic argument for the general shift in
the representation of Paris around 1840, for what he calls the poeticization of
urban life. This fantastic and epic cityscape inevitably gives rise, in turn, to the
Hero who will undertake its conquest. The point is that “the elevation of ur-
ban life to mythical status immediately meant a keen commitment to moder-
nity,” that is, to reality, instead of the escapist strategies of the previous writ-
ers. As against the mal du siecle, and concomittant with the mass serial novels
of the time, Baudelaire imagines a heroic, elective aristocracy, which resurrects
the archaic sacred guilt of myth (see “The Function of Myth”). However, this
transgression thrives on the return of repressed “pontifical” energy —which
seems Apollonian rather than Dionysian. Left somewhat unclear is what effect,
if any, these new literary myths actually had on their time. Generally speaking,
with Baudelaire’s “legendary translation of external life,” Caillois is seeking to
theorize an aggressive representation of society, which restores repressed in-
stincts for power and aggression into reality, and which stands, in some sense,
as the obverse of “legendary psychasthenia” with its dissolving effects. This
duality foreshadows Caillois’s theory of the novel as genre in Puissances du ro-
man (1942) as a representation that alternatively undermines or reconstructs
society.’ '

And then, despite Caillois’s closing call for a “dramaturgical aesthetics”
coupled with research into literary sociology and mass culture, it may be hard
to grasp what he was proposing to his readers in 1937.5 Perhaps the most ap-
parent message concerns the well-known contemporaneous myths he leaves
out and, thus, implicitly resists. Absent, one might note, is any Dionysian sac-
rifice. Absent, as well, are the great Parisian flineurs of the Surrealist camp,
such as Aragon and Breton—a Romantic “poetry of refuge and escape™? Else-
where he clarifies the sense of “dramaturgy” by opposing it to “description,”
and of “exemplary” by opposing it to “objective.”” Caillois wrote about Bal-
zac: “The novelist thinks about the problems inherent in his society; and he
suggests living solutions that are deadly or salutary in the form of his charac-
ters. To these, he restores the sense of the mythological hero: to provide in the
realm of the sacred a precedent for dangerous and engaging action.”® If Cail-
lois sought to incite his intellectual milieu with such exemplary precedents as
“The Birth of Lucifer” and “The Winter Wind,” then “Paris, a Modern Myth”
should perhaps be retitled “Baudelaire and Balzac, a Modern Myth”—as sacred
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precedents for the Luciferian sociologist. In any case, the essay certainly urges
us to resume and fulfill, however lucidly, the dreams of past dreamers (and of
D. H. Lawrence), rather than to awaken and free ourselves from them.

Readers familiar with Walter Benjamin’s various studies of Baudelaire and
“Paris, Capital of the XIXth Century,” written in the latter part of the 1930s,
will be struck by the numerous similarities with “Paris, a Modern Myth” in
terms of the references and documentation (detective novel, political conspir-
acies, etc.). Benjamin attended talks at the College of Sociology and published
some brief, dismissive comments about Caillois’s work.” His treatment of
Baudelaire underscores a tragic dimension that markedly contrasts with the
aristocratic heroism of Caillois’s poet. Likewise bridging the intersection of
different epochs, Benjamin’s Baudelaire is anything but a triumphalist figure.
Rather than the lynchpin of a return to myth, Baudelaire here suffers that
mid-nineteenth-century crisis when, on the contrary, collective experience dis-
appears. Benjamin’s Marxist modernity is the moment when art becomes mer-
chandise, when objects lose their “aura”—a blend of ritual, festival, and collec-
tive imagination—or, more generally, their association with Gemeinschaft. As
Gerard Raulet presents Benjamin’s Baudelaire, he is, on the one hand, an alle-
gorical genius whose poetry can partially restore “aura” and, on the other,
a passive flineur, painfully revealing “the price for which the sensation of
the modern age may be had: the disintegration of the aura in the experience of
shock.” His poetry also expresses the deep psychoanalytic conflicts of his
epoch. “It reveals modernity’s unconscious by forcing the clashing simultane-
ity of old and new within modern fantasmagoria to its highpoint,” writes
Raulet of Benjamin’s interpretation.'® Any comparison with Benjamin must
keep in mind that Caillois was never interested in the avant-garde dynamics of
montage and its revelatory “dialectical images,” preferring instead the analog-
ical tradition of Baudelairean correspondance. Insufficiently alert to the prob-
lems inherent in his cult of power and “voluntary servitude,” furthermore, his
Luciferian lucidity was seeking neither to demystify nor to deconstruct but
rather to revolutionize the reveries of idiosyncratic, surrealizing intellectuals
between Blum’s fall and that of France.
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PARIS, A MODERN MYTH

Behold the Holy City, founded in the West!
—Arthur Rimbaud, Paris se repeuple

Modern myths are even less well understood than ancient ones, even though
we’re consumed by myths.
—Balzac, La Vieille fille

Surely a most perplexing aspect of the problem of myths is the following: it is
a fact that in many civilizations, myths have answered to human needs that are
so fundamental it would be absurd to assume that they have disappeared.
However, it is not clear just how these needs are being met in modern society,
nor what has taken over the function of myth.

Because one considers myth in terms of the imagination, it is immediately
tempting to suggest that literature might be the answer to this question. Yet
we should be extremely careful. If myth does have a certain kind of value as
such, then it is by no means aesthetic. To offer an appropriate description of
the sort of interest books arouse and the mental attitude presupposed by the
act of reading, we must stress above all that the first involves enjoying beauty
and the second, seeking out masterpieces. Literature may seem out of the ques-
tion on this account alone, for it has a crucial corollary: that the communica-
tion between the work and the public is never more than a matter of personal
liking or of similar affinities—a matter of taste, of style. Thus, the final verdict
always depends on the individual; not that society has no influence, but it pro-
poses without coercion. Myth, on the contrary, was a collective property by
definition; it justified, sustained, and inspired the existence and activity of a
community, people, professional body, or secret society. As a concrete example
of proper conduct and a precedent, legally speaking, in the sphere of sacred guilt,
which was very extensive at the time, it was invested with authority and coer-
cive power for the group owing to this very fact. One can further pursue this
contrast and assert that it was precisely when myth lost its constraining moral
power that it turned into literature and became an object of aesthetic pleasure.
This is when Ovid wrote the Metamorphoses.

There is nonetheless a possible connection between the two, for in principle
there are several ways to conceive of literature. Focusing on masterpieces is but
one of them, all things considered. Instead of attending to its most unique
achievements, one can envisage literature in a general way, irrespective of style,
power, or beauty. For example, one can attach a heavy significance to sheer
print-run statistics. Of course, this means deliberately privileging quantity
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and giving popular literature a massive advantage over the literature of well-
read persons [des lettrés]. Yet the analyst thus regains some measure of certitude
and can better gauge his chances of discerning the laws of the genre, its main
themes, and, especially, its practical implications for the imagination, for emo-
tions and behavior. In short, the question is restored to a collective scale.
And although literature cannot yet properly be compared to myth, it thereby
becomes a force as well, like the press, for example—but situated on a strictly
imaginative level. No doubt its action is infinitely more indirect and dif-
fuse; however, it exerts the same kind of pressure, which is almost equally
widespread.

Under these conditions, people wishing to study the ways and customs and
the social processes of the imaginafion (either through the disinterested aims
of knowledge, or intending to find something that could directly benefit the
efficacy of their own action) inevitably come to adopt this very particular view
of literature. Artists will readily find it rather detached, cynical, or contemp-
tuous and yet quite lucid in part, perhaps even Machiavellian or, in a word,
Luciferian—which, in effect, it is. Roughly speaking, this view of aesthetic crit-
icism 1s akin to sociology’s attitude toward a priori morality and that of so-
called scientific psychology toward the rules of syllogism. Should we wish to
name it, this will hence involve a type of literary sociology. And it will have some
positive results for the literature of the literati. The latter is here not distin-
guished from popular literature, and one expects to find in both similar incli-
nations and appeals (when they are produced in the same periods and coun-
tries), even similar myhs if need be (as this strategy stems from the study of
myth, after all). Yet the specific merits of the literature of the literati are here
objectively acknowledged and studied as significant factors, as well they should
be. In other words, technical skill is analyzed as a form of superior weaponry;
the halo of prestige, as a kind of influence peddling; and, last, the highest form
of consciousness is equated with the well-known royal status of one-eyed men
among the blind.

That said, it may then be acceptable to claim that from this vantage point
there exists a representation of the cityscape that exerts such a powerful hold on
the imagination that no one has actually ever guestioned its accuracy. Albeit thor-
oughly derived from books, it is now sufficiently widespread to be part of the
collective mental atmosphere and thus have a certain constraining force. Here
we may already discern some features of mythical representation.

Literary historians have not failed to note that the urban setting was thus el-
evated to epic status or, more precisely, that the realist depiction of a clearly
defined city (more integrated than any other in readers’ actual lives) was sud-
denly exalted along fantastic lines. This can be observed in the first half of the
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nineteenth century, when the tone becomes loftier as soon as Paris takes cen-
ter stage. At that point, grandeur and heroism apparently no longer had to
dress up like Racine’s Greeks or Hugo’s Spaniards to claim our attention; to
seem tragic, the tragic scene no longer required the distancing effects of time
and space. The transformation was complete. The world of supreme grandeurs
and unforgivable crimes, of constant violent deeds and mysteries; the world in
which everything, everywhere, is possible at all times, because the imagination
has sent there its most extraordinary enticements ahead of time and discovers
them at once—this world was no longer remote, inaccessible, and autono-
mous. It was the world in which people lived.

This phenomenon (contemporaneous with the rise of heavy industry and
the formation of the urban proletariat) is associated above all (to address the
most obvious first) with the transformation of the adventure novel into the
detective novel. It is a fact that the City’s metamorphosis stemmed from the
transposition of the savannahs and forests of (James) Fenimore Cooper into the
urban setting.! In his novels, every broken branch signifies a particular anxiety
or hope, and every tree trunk conceals an enemy’s rifle or the bow of an un-
seen, silent avenger. Starting with Balzac, all writers have clearly signaled this
loan and dutifully repaid their debt to Cooper. Works such as A. Dumas’s Mo-
hicans de Paris, with its highly significant title, are very frequent. This transpo-
sition is well-established, but the Gothic Novel undoubtedly played a role as
well. Indeed, the Mystéres de Paris sometimes recall the Mysteries of Udolpho.?
The mythical structure quickly evolved: confronting the City, with its count-
less millions, stands the legendary Hero who is destined to conquer it. In fact,
few works of the period do not include some inspired address to the capital,
and Rastignac’s famous cry [“A nous deux maintenant!”] is unusually restrained,
even though the episode does contain all of the theme’s typical features.® The
heroes of Ponson du Terrail are more lyrical in their inevitable speeches to
the “modern Babylon” (Paris is no longer called anything else).* Consider, for
example, the speech of Armand de Kergaz in Dyames de Paris, and especially

1. See also Régis Messac, Le “Detective novel” et Pinfluence de la pensée scientifique (Paris, 1929),
416~ 440.

2. Notably, in the dominant role played by cellars and subterranean passages.

3. [“Now let’s fight it out—you and I!” from Honoré de Balzac, Le Pére Goriot (Paris: Gal-
limard, 1971), 364.—Ed.)]

4. This name probably has its origin in the sermons of preachers frightened by the count-
less dangers of perdition that the big city offered. One could undertake a sizable study of the
Church’s role in creating the myth of Paris, and of how the myth of Paris itself inherited a
partly mythical representation of Babylon.

178 THEORY AND THE THIRTIES



the one by that evil genius, the false Sir Williams (sic), in the Club des Valets de
Coenr:

Oh Paris, Paris! You are the true Babylon, the true battlefield of intellects,
the true temple wherein evil has its pontiffs and its cult, and I believe the
breath of the archangel of darkness wafts eternally over you like breezes
on the infinite expanse of the seas. Oh unmoving tempest, ocean of stone,
in the midst of your wrathful waves I would be the black eagle who af-
fronts the thunderbolt and sleeps smilingly upon the storm, his vast wing
outstretched; I would be the evil genius, the vulture of the seas, of this
most treacherous and turbulent of seas, that sea in which human passions
are stirred up and unleashed.

In these lines, where Greek scholars will be surprised to recognize one of Pin-
dar’s best-known images, we can almost discern the insane words, though filled
with infernal grandenr, of the Comte de Lautréamont.> M. Régis Messac has
already pointed this out. And indeed, it does involve one and the same Paris,
the Paris whose taverns were described by Eugene Sue, and whose subter-
ranean labyrinths he populated with characters that immediately became fa-
mous: le Chourineur, Prince Rodolphe, Fleur de Marie, the Schoolmaster.
The urban setting becomes part of the mystery. Let us recall the exquisite lamp
with the silver spout that shines “white, like electricity,” slowly drifting down
the river Seine on its way through Paris in Les Chants de Maldoror. Later on, at
the other end of the cycle, in Fantimas, the Seine is host to mysterious glow-
ing lights floating in its depths, near the Quai de Javel. In this way, the mys-
teries of Paris persist and remain the same: myths are less evanescent than we
might think.

All the while, new works were constantly appearing, with the city figuring
as the primary, though diffuse, character. The name of Paris almost always ap-
peared in the title, indicating that this pleased the general public.® Under these

5. Here I merely wish to suggest the kinship of lyrical style and language. Moreover,
the connections between Les Chants de Maldoror and the serial novel are already too well-
known to have to emphasize them here. Even so, a serious study of the subject has yet to be
undertaken.

6. Some titles should be mentioned here. I have selected them from M. Messac’s bibliogra-
phy: H. Lucas, Les Prisons de Paris, 1851; Eugene Sue, Les Mysteres de Paris, 1842—1843; Vidocq,
Les Vrais mystéres de Paris, 1844; M. Alhoy, Les Prisons de Paris, 1848; X. de Montepin, Les Vi-
veurs de Paris, 1852—1856; A. Dumas, Les Mohicans de Paris, 1854; P. Bocage, Les Puritains de
Paris, 1862; J. Clarétie, Les Victimes de Paris, 1864; Gaboriau, Les Esclaves de Paris, 1867; X. de
Montepin, Les Tragédies de Paris, 1874; F. de Boisgobey, Les Mystéres du nouvean Paris, 1876;
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conditions, how could each reader fail to develop the intimate belief (still man-
ifest today) that the Paris he knows is not the only one? Is not even the real
one? That it is only a brilliantly lit decor, albeit far too normal, whose me-
chanical operators will never reveal themselves? A setting that conceals another
Paris, the true Paris, a ghostly, nocturnal, intangible Paris that is all the more
powerful insofar as it is more secret; a Paris that anywhere and at any time dan-
gerously intrudes upon the other one? This strangely present world is ruled by
certain characteristics of childlike thought, in particular by its artificiality:
nothing happens here that has not been premeditated for a long time; nothing
1s as it seems; everything has been prepared for timely use by its master, the
all-powerful hero. And this is the Paris we find depicted in the issues of Fanzd-
mas. M. Pierre Véry has brilliantly captured its atmosphere. The typical hero,
in his account, is the Man-in-dark-glasses: “The criminal genius, emperor of
horror, master of preposterous transformations, a man who alters his face at
will and whose costume, which is forever changing, defies any description; a
man to whom no portrait ever quite applies . . . , a man whom bullets never
hit, against whom blades are blunted, a man who swallows poison the way
others do milk.” And here is a page from the hero’s life, as seen by the same
author:

He was the man whose residence, full of trap-doors and devices, has
amazing elevators that link it to the center of the earth. He turns up in the
middle of a field. A farm girl walks by —a goose-girl who is, who can only
be, a sleuth in disguise. The other senses danger and retreats under-
ground. Every hundred meters or so, all along the subterranean passages,
there are triple steel gates which he opens with his little finger by press-
ing on a button. He proceeds through dens crammed with weapons and
jewels, laboratories equipped with retorts, bombs, and infernal machines:
and then he resurfaces, at Notre-Dame, by night. An altar pivots. It’s the
man in dark glasses: he has the keys to the vestry, and the beadle, who is
his accomplice, lights the way with a candle. Now, on to the Louvre Mu-
seum. The Mona Lisa moves aside, and the man in dark glasses reappears.
He has the keys to the main door and the iron gate; the watchman, who
is in his employ, lights the way with a dark lantern. Next, the cellars of po-

]. Clarétie, Le Pavé de Paris, 1881; G. Aymard, Les Peaux-Rouges de Paris, 1888, etc. Naturally, we
should also add titles such as Léo Lespes’s Les Mysteres du Grand Opéra, where the name Paris
is merely implicit, and Les Mystéves de Londres (Paul Féval, 1844), where it has simply been
transposed.
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lice headquarters: it’s still the same man. The policemen, who are all un-
der his command, pretend to be asleep as he goes by. Here again, he has
the keys. He has all the keys.

Then we find him in a café, ordering a glass of beer: the waiter, who
would sell his soul out of loyalty, slips a note under the saucer. The man
in dark glasses calmly walks to the door. (It was high time: behind him a
troop of police inspectors, brandishing revolvers, bursts upon the prem-
ises; this time they are not part of his gang.) He, meanwhile . . . etc.”

I apologize for this lengthy quotation, but its dithyrambic aspect, so well-
suited to the subject, makes it hard to abridge. Moreover, as we shall see, it
fulfills the idea at the back of the mind of the genre’s creators. Finally, it marks
anew step in the mythical description of the capital: the imagined rift between
the Paris of everyday appearances and the Paris of mysteries has been bridged.
The two Parises, which originally coexisted without being confused, have now
been reduced to one. The myth had first contented itself with the facilities
afforded by the night and the urban outskirts, by unknown alleys and unex-
plored catacombs. But then it moved rapidly into broad daylight, into the very
heart of the city. It came to occupy the most frequented, official, and reassuring
buildings. Notre-Dame, the Louvre, the Préfecture de Police turned into its fa-
vored terrain. Nothing escaped the epidemic: everywhere, reality was contam-
inated by myth.

By 1901, Chesterton had already pointed out that this transformation of
modern life was first and foremost due to the detective novel: “This view of the
great city itself as a thing of striking strangeness certainly found its Iliad in the
detective novel. No one can help observing that in these stories, the hero or the
investigator crosses London utterly heedless of other men and with an insou-
ciant manner comparable to that of some legendary prince travelling through
the land of elves. In the course of this adventurous journey, the banal daily
omnibus assumes the antedeluvian aspect of an enchanted ship. The city lights
shine like the eyes of countless magic sprites . . .” etc.®

What we have, then, is the poeticization of urban civilization and a truly
deep emotional attachment to the modern city —which, moreover, was acquir-

7. Pierre Véry, Les Métamorphoses (Paris: Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, 1931), 178-179. In ad-
dition to many detective novels, M. Véry has a remarkable article that appeared recently in the
Revue europeenne (May—-June—July 1930), which displays an exceptional grasp of the modern
imagination and is well worth pointing out.

8. G. K. Chesterton, “Defense of the Detective Story,” in The Defendant (London, 1901),
158. See also R. Messac, p. 11.
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ing its modern-day appearance at exactly the same time. We must now de-
termine whether this phenomenon signals a mental revolution of a more gen-
eral nature. For if this transfiguration of the city is really a myth, then, like
all myths, it should be something that can be interpreted, and that can reveal
destinies.

We already know what constituted the sociodemographic substratum of the
period: a major increase in industrial agglomeration, rural flight, and urban
overpopulation; the rise of large department stores (La Fille mal gardée, Les
Denx magots, Le Diable boiteux, etc.), of high finance (Rothschild, Fould, the
Pereire brothers, etc.) and of joint stock companies, etc. In 1816 just seven se-
curities were listed on the Paris stock exchange; by 1847, more than two hun-
dred. Railroad construction was actively under way. The trend of proletarian-
ization was provoking its first crises, and secret political societies were quickly
spreading.

Such a radical change understandably produced some degree of intoxica-
tion in minds already affected by Romanticism. But this time the shock pro-
ceeded in the opposite direction. It was an urgent, though no less lyrical sum-
mons from reality and present-day life. In fact, for the most lucid individuals,
the elevation of urban life to mythical status immediately meant a keen com-
mitment to modernity. We know what an important idea this was for Baude-
laire: not surprisingly, he proved to be a resolute, impassioned proponent of
the new outlook. He claimed that, for him, this was the “principal and essen-
tial” question: namely, to find out if his era possessed “a particular beauty that
was inherent in new passions.” We know his answer: it forms the conclusion
to his most considerable theoretical work, considerable at least in terms of size:
“The Marvellous surrounds and sustains us like the atmosphere; but we don’t
see it. . . . For the heroes of the I/iad can’t hold a candle to you, Vautrin, Rasti-
gnac, and Birotteau—nor to you, Fontanares, who did not dare to publicly re-
count your woes beneath the funerary and convulsed tailcoat we all wear; —
nor to you, Honoré de Balzac, you, the most heroic, unique, romantic and po-
etic of all the characters you've drawn from your own breast.”®

This was the first version of a kind of theory regarding the epic nature of
modern life. Although its consequences were as yet unforeseen, Baudelaire
would nonetheless spend his whole life pursuing it.!1® Les Fleurs du mal offers
but an inadequate illustration. Perhaps this was simply a temporary expedient
for an author who was then thinking of writing novels (he left us only titles) and

9. Baudelaire, Salon de 1846, ch. 18, “De ’héroisme de la vie moderne.”
10. See also “Le Peintre de la vie moderne,” “I’Ecole paienne,” etc.
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who confided to his mother in 1847:'! “On New Year’s Day I'm beginning
a new career—that is, I will create works of pure imagination—the Novel. I
hardly need to demonstrate to you the gravity, Beauty and infinite aspect of
that particular art.” Later on, he would consider swearing that Les Fleurs du
mal was a “work of pure art,” but at the same time warned that this act would
involve lying “through his teeth.”'> So we understand the spirit in which he in-
voked Balzac who, more than anyone else, developed the myth of Paris in the
Baudelairean sense. Victor Hugo, in turn, yielded to the trend and wrote Les
Misérables, largely a Parisian epic, and thereby showed how far he had come
from the flashy exoticism of Les Orientales and Han d’Islande.'® Like Baude-
laire, Hugo did not view Balzac as a realist: “All his books,” he observed in the
speech delivered at the novelist’s grave, “form one single book, a vibrant, lu-
minous, profound book, in which our entire contemporary civilization can be
seen coming and going, walking and moving about, with a touch of something
alarming and dreadful mixed in with what is real.” And Baudelaire never
revised his opinion on this point: “I have often been surprised that Balzac’s
great renown came from his reputation as an observer. It has always seemed to
me that his principal merit was in being a visionary, and a passionate one.”
Moreover, when Baudelaire established his own theory of modern heroism, he
was thinking of the Paris of Sue and Balzac— or rather, he was already turning
to news items: “With the spectacle of elegant society and of those thousands
of lives adrift, circulating throughout the lower depths of the big city—crimi-
nals and kept women—the Gazette des tribunaux and Le Moniteur prove to us
that we need only open our eyes to discover our heroism.” ! This taste for mo-

11. That is, ten years before Les Fleurs du mal. Despite the legend, it is clear that this work
hardly represents the tyrannical vocation of an entire lifetime.

12. Baudelaire, Lettres (Paris, 1905), 522.

13. Later, in L’Homme qui rit, Hugo describes the atmosphere of a city at night: “The little
wanderer was experiencing the undefinable pressure of the sleeping city. Such silence, like that
of teeming hives presently stilled, is dizzying. These states of lethargy all intermingle their
nightmares; these slumbers make up a crowd, etc.”

14. Baudelaire, “Théophile Gautier” (1859) (See Baudelaire as a Litevary Critic: Selected Es-
says, trans. Lois Boe Hyslop and Francis E. Hyslop Jr. [University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1964]: 152—79)

15. Baudelaire, Salon de 1846, ch. 18. We should remember that Les Mysteres de Paris dates
from 1843. And the “millions of lives adrift, circulating throughout the lower depths of the big
city,” are, for a mind as critical as Baudclaire’s, an object of faith. In and of itself, this already
proves the mythical nature of the representation of Paris. And so it will remain throughout
the poet’s entire life. Consider the “Tableaux parisiens” in Les Fleurs du mal, and especially the
Salon de 1859, where Baudelaire laments at length the absence of paintings representing the
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dernity goes so far that Baudelaire, like Balzac, applies it to the most trivial de-
tails of fashion and clothing. Both study these things in and of themselves, and
turn them into moral and philosophical issues, for they represent immediate
reality in its most acute, aggressive, and perhaps most irritating form; but also
in the way that it is most commonly lived.!” In addition, as E. R. Curtius has
strongly underscored, these sartorial details reveal that “the striking and vio-
lent struggle between the new forces of the time had been transposed into
capricious and smiling terms.” 18

It is not hard to see that this systematic attention to contemporary life
meant rejecting, above all, the outward features of Romanticism: the taste for
local color, for picturesque exoticism, for the Gothic, for ruins and ghosts. But
on a deeper level, it also implied a radical departure from the mal du siécle—in
any event from the notion of the sickly, dreamy, and maladjusted hero. Indeed,
it takes a hero driven by the will to power—not to say Caesarism—to confront
the mythical city, the crucible of passions, which alternately exalts and crushes the
sturdiest dispositions. “A strong man’s destiny is despotism,” wrote Balzac,
and one of his better analysts remarks that he portrayed “beings who had
emerged from the turmoil and confusion of sentimental life, had been freed
from their paralyzing revulsion for existence, to rediscover the path of moral
responsibility, effective action, and the faith that conquers all obstacles.”!?
Some of his novels are thus clearly marked responses to René or Obermann. In
fact, dreaming and its substitutes do not play a major part in the lives of Bal-
zac’s characters. They would probably come close to treating dreams as scorn-
fully as does D. H. Lawrence, who compares them to garbage and deems it a
strange aberration not so much that they should arouse interest, but that they
should have been accorded any value at all.2° Yet, the characters of La Comédie

natural solemnity of a vast city, the dark majesty of the most disturbing capital city, that has only
been properly depicted by a naval officer (ch. 8).

16. Baudelaire crossed swords several times on behalf of black dress [the habit noir of the
Third Estate— Ed.] (see above), and Balzac wrote a Physiologie de la cravate et du cigare [ A Phys-
iology of neckties and cigars], a Théorie du gant [A Theory of Gloves], and a Traité de la vie ele-
gante [A Treatise of elegant life].

17. Furthermore, for Baudelaire, these preoccupations are related to his important theory
of Dandyism, which he treats precisely as a question of morals and modernity.

18. E. R. Curtius, Balzac, French trans., 194 —195.

19. Curtius, Balzac, 303.

20. “Itis beneath our dignity to attach any real importance to [these heterogenous odds and
ends of images swept together accidentally by the besom of the night current]. It is always be-
neath our dignity to go degrading the integrity of the individual soul by cringing and scrap-
ing among the rag-tag of accident and of the inferior, mechanic coincidence and automatic
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humaine, however committed to action, remain Romantics nevertheless. This
is either because there is necessarily a Romantic side inherent in the hero’s
nature resulting from his sociological function, or, as Baudelaire points out
(Balzac’s accomplice, here and always, in this adventure of modernity), be-
cause Romanticism remains a “grace, celestial or infernal,” that bestows “eter-
nal stigmata.”?!

In any event, by the time Balzac’s characters come to grips with “la réalité
rugueuse a étveindre” [reality, which is rough to embrace] 22 they generally trail
behind them a somewhat murky past (whether they are civilizing heroes such
as Benassis or conquering ones like Rastignac). It is a troubled or difficult past,
resembling the lives of their predecessors at the height of Romanticism, a past
that shaped and forever marked them, but from which they depart without re-
gret. Given all these features, this past could correspond to the period known
in Classical mythology as that of concealment, which always precedes the hero’s
period of ordeals and triumphs: Dionysos at Nysa, Apollo as a shepherd at Ad-
metus, Oedipus before the Sphinx, Achilles among the women of Scyros. In
this regard, nothing could be more instructive than the type represented by
Vautrin, who is both a rebel and creator,?? the forgaz intrastable sur qui se veferme
toujours le bagne [defiant convict who always gets locked away (Rimbaud)—
Ed.] and, at the same time, an intelligent and exact man of action, secretly
pulling the strings of an intricate, grandiose intrigue.?*

In short, neither the Romantic nor the modern hero is content with the lives
that society would have him lead. But the first withdraws from society, while
the second opts for its conquest. Therefore, Romanticism results in a theory
of ennui, while the modern sense of life leads to a theory of power or, at least,
of energy. In the transfigured Paris of Hugo and Balzac rapidly appear the fig-
ures of Enjolras and Z. Marcas—as the first representatives of the type of
the chaste revolutionary (specifically French, according to Curtius). For these
men, power is by definition ruthless and quasi-pontifical, as D. H. Lawrence

event. Only those events are significant which derive from or apply to the soul in its full in-
tegrity,” D. H. Lawrence, Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious: Fantasy of the Subconscious (1921;
New York: Viking Press, 1972), 194.

21. Baudelaire, Salon de 1859, ch. 6.

22. Rimbaud.

23. See Curtius’s analysis, 159.

24. This complex is properly what I call the Luciferian outlook. It corresponds to the mo-
ment when revolt turns into the will to power and, without becoming any less passionate or
subversive, grants a major role to the intellect and to a lucid, cynical vision of reality in the car-
rying out of its aims. It is the changeover from agitation to action.
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has described this with such striking formulations.?> For his part, Baudelaire
imagined that the mere act of wielding power conferred “if not virtue, then a
certain noble stance,” thus anticipating the English novelist’s idea that “some-
one has to exercise power, and those with a natural gift for it and some respect
for its sanctity are the ones who should possess it.”2¢ Here, this natural gift cu-
riously covers the celestial gifts that can be conferved neither by work nor money,
gifts Baudelaire has in mind when he speaks of founding a new kind of aristoc-
racy.2” Again, this thought is echoed by Lawrence: “We shall found a chivalric
order in which we shall all be princes, like angels. We must realize this dream,
or at least give it life; give birth to it on an earth watched over by our old spirit
of cunning, guided by our ancestral habits of mercenary militarism.”2?% As for
Balzac, to come full circle, we need only recall that his first work, or nearly,
turns out to be an Histoire impartiale des Jésuites, which he deemed an homage
to “the finest society ever established.” At the same time he was the creator
of Vautrin and the author of the Histoire des Treize, which begins with these
memorable words: “In Paris at the time of the Empire there were thirteen men,
who were equally struck by the same sentiment, who were energetic enough
to remain faithful to the same idea . . . who were all so deeply politic as to con-
ceal their sacred bonds, so vigorous as to set themselves above any laws, and
bold enough to undertake anything whatsoever.” So too, their leader had
assumed that “society should entirely belong to distinguished men who, be-
sides their natural intelligence, acquired wisdom, and wealth would also pos-
sess a sufficiently ardent fanaticism to fuse these various forces into one single
torrent.” Moreover, like the Dandies who inspired Baudelaire’s thoughts of
founding a new kind of aristocracy, these men were “superior, cold, and mock-
ing,” and they were “drawn to Oriental pleasures in a way that was all the more
excessive since such desires, long dormant, thus raged more intensely upon be-
ing aroused.”?” What is more, both writers cited exactly the same examples:

25. The term is from Hugo, who describes Enjolras as having a Pontifical, warrior-like na-
ture. The character, angelically beautiful furthermore, seems to have been rather precisely mod-
eled on Saint-Just.

26. Baudelaire, Salon de 1859, ch. 6. D. H. Lawrence, Kangaroo. It should be emphasized that
this concept of power radically differs from the Maurrassian theory of monarchy and closely .
resembles Frazer’s conclusions in The Magical Origins of Royalty. It is, moreover, a good sign
that it is situated in the realm of science and not of a priori construction.

27. Baudelaire, Le Peintre de la vie moderne, ch. 9, “Le Dandy.”

28. D. H. Lawrence, letter to Lady Ottoline Morrel, February 1, 1915. See also Selected Let-
ters, French trans. (Paris, 1934) 1: 122.

29. Balzac, Histoire des Treize, preface.
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the Society of Jesus and the Old Man of the Mountain [leader of the Islamic
“Assassins”—Ed.]. Indeed, like Baudelaire’s ambitious and humble sectarians,>®
Balzac’s mythical associates, who enjoy the “constant pleasure of secretly hat-
ing mankind,” hold in their mysterious sway a Paris that Balzac lengthily de-
scribes in lyrical and physiognomical terms in his narrative’s opening pages.
Portrayed as “frecbooters in yellow gloves and carriages,” they already be-
longed to the domain of popular literature.3! This, then, gives us a sense of that
idea at the back of lucid and privileged minds, of founding a military and mo-
nastic order reserved for the elite, exempt from the common moral code, and
devoted to conquest both by principle as well as instinct. It is the carefully
constructed counterpart of the myth being disseminated by the serial novel at
the very same time. This myth had already loosely impressed on the popular
imagination the vision of a vast slumbering city, over which a gigantic, masked
Fantomas, freshly shaven, in tails and top hat, foot resting on some building,
stretched out his all-mighty hand. This is the pose everybody would later see
on magazine covers.

In short, around 1840, there was a major change in the external surround-
ings, chiefly in the urban setting, and, at the same time, there emerged a dis-
tinctly mythical idea of the city, which made the hero evolve and strictly revised
Romantic values. This revision aimed to do away with Romanticism’s weaker
side and to systematize, on the contrary, its aggressive, enterprising aspects. In-
deed, Romanticism marked mankind’s new awareness of a whole set of in-
stincts that society was eager to repress. To a great extent, though, Romanti-
cism indicated that the struggle had been abandoned and that there was even
a refusal to fight. Thus, the Romantic writer readily had a defeatist attitude
with respect to society. He turned to dream in its various forms, toward a po-
etry of refuge and escape. The project of Baudelaire and Balzac was exactly the re-
verse. It sought to incorporate into real life the exigencies that the Romantics had
resigned themselves to satistying on a strictly artistic level, and that sustained
their verse. The endeavor of Baudelaire and Balzac was thus clearly related to
myth, which always involves granting the imagination a greater role in veal life, in
that, by its nature, myth is capable of inciting people to action. On the other
hand, a literature of refuge and escape remains thoroughly literary, for it serves
to supply the most ideal and harmless compensatory pleasures and thus makes the
imagination accordingly retreat when it comes to practical demands. Hence,

30. Baudelaire, Le Peintre de la vie moderne.
31. Balzac, Histoire des Treize.
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the former style of Romanticism found itself, in essence, totally unable to pro-
duce myths. Of course, it obligingly created fairy tales and ghost stories and
beguiled itself with the fantastic; however, in so doing, it actually drew further
away from myth. For myth, which is imperative and exemplary, shares little
with a taste for the supernatural that operates as a kind of outler, which merely
reveals social maladjustment rather than a collective, exalted, and rousing rep-
resentation of society.

For the work of Balzac to appear genuinely mythical, on the contrary, let us
simply recall that already during the writer’s lifetime, clubs sprang up in both
Venice and Russia with male and female members who assumed the roles of
characters from La Comédie humaine and tried to pattern their lives on these
models. Such events were childish, of course. Yet we should realize that we do
not know enough about the nature of the ill-defined needs they presuppose;
and it seems clear that one can rely on these needs as a sure means of influenc-
ing mankind.

I may then, finally, present a critical conclusion: the myth of Paris showed
that literature has strange powers. It seems that art, or rather the imagination as
a whole, relinquished its autonomous sphere to attempt what Baudelaire (to
quote him one last time) luminously termed the “/ggendary translation of ex-
ternal life.” 32 Upon analysis, what was written at the time, as the expression of
a single society, reveals an unsuspected coherence on every level —and, hence,
a capacity to persuade, if not to pressure and subjugate, that made literature
into something serious at last. The pursuit of the Beautiful (which anyone who
is not an aesthete considers such a suspect occupation) seems trivial when
compared to the value of this general phenomenon; in contrast, Beauty could
only be of interest, then, as an idle whim. This might perhaps represent a dead
loss for art, in the strict sense of the term—although that is debatable. But
anyway, this in itself is unimportant. Indeed, what truly matters is to imagine
the possibility of orienting aesthetics toward dramaturgy, that is, toward ex-
erting an effect on people through representations engendered by the very
morphology of the society in which they live—representations inherent in
their lives and specific problems. Even more important, though, is to realize
that phenomena of this kind have actually occurred ever since everybody has been
able to read.3® For under these conditions, the question of myth must be ad-

32. Baudelaire, Le Peintre de la vie moderne, ch. s. Baudelaire himself is the one who under-
lines the word legendary.

33. That is, ever since compulsory primary education was instated, which became veritably
widespread at exactly the time that the myth of Paris was taking shape.
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dressed and reckoned with once again. And, as might be expected, this invites
us to consider many things in a new light.3*

34. This study only seeks to show, through examples, the substantial benefits of studying
literature free from any aesthetic viewpoint. Of considering, rather, its influential role, its so-
cial conditioning, and its function as myth in relation to newly emerging stages in the history
of ideas and the evolution of environments. The study’s documentation is fragmentary, and its
analysis incomplete; the conclusions may need to be revised. But given the current state of re-
search, things could not be otherwise. For it seems that interest in such questions, as yet, has
only indirectly attracted general attention. It would have been very important to be well
informed on the following points, each of which could be the subject of a monograph: (1) De-
scriptions of Paris before the nineteenth century, mainly by Marivaux and Restif de la Bre-
tonne. (2) Role played by Paris in the Revolution; polemics between the Girondins and
the Montagnards tending to oppose the capital and the provinces; how the great Parisian
revolutionary “days” generally affected people’s minds. (3) Development of the secret police
during the Empire and Restoration: how this instilled a greater sense of urban mystery in
people’s imaginations. (4) Psychological depictions of Paris, and their evolution, by the prin-
cipal writers of the time: Hugo, Balzac, Baudelaire. (s5) Study of the objective descriptions of
Paris: Dulaure, Maxime du Camp. (6) Poetic vision of Paris: Vigny, Hugo (especially the long
historical-metaphysical panegyric of L’Année terrible: “Paris Destroyed by Fire [Paris incen-
di€]”), Rimbaud, etc. Only after the completion of this inquiry can the question be addressed
as it should. However, it is probably not too soon to outline the research and indicate its
implications.
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18

Introduction to “Sociology of the Intellectual”

In the introduction, I proposed that by 1938-1939, Caillois had taken a stand
against Acéphale’s project of human sacrifice (which he may not have known
about in 1937). In this light, his Man and the Sacred and “Sociology of the In-
tellectual” can be interpreted as responses to Bataille’s fantasies. In particular,
the final sections of Man and the Sacred suggest that reconstituting a “sacred
environment” in the modern world need not involve Bataille’s favored motto
of “la joie devant la mort™ (joy in the face of death). Caillois here argues that
an individual or collective in search of community should find a raison de vivre,
to which they might then, if necessary, sacrifice their lives. In listing those ca-
pable of such “unconditional commitment,” Caillois does not include the in-
tellectual. And yet, Man and the Sacred does refer to contemporary intellectual
objects of veneration. “These new conditions of the sacred have led to its as-
suming new forms,” he writes. “Thus, it invades ethics and transforms such
concepts as honesty, fidelity, justice, and respect for truth and promises into
absolute values.”! Focusing, then, on such “absolute values” (whose primary
spokesman at the time was Julien Benda), “Sociology of the Intellectual” will
articulate a new collective order.

Caillois reworks Benda’s La Trabison des clercs (The treason of the intellec-
tuals; 1927) in terms of the modern sociology of the sacred.? He was respond-
ing to a talk in March 1938 by the philosopher whose famous treatise assailed
the descent of the twentieth-century French intellectual from the spheres of
pure, abstract reason into those of factionalism, party politics, and worldly cor-
ruption.® Michel Winock reminds us, however, that “the treason of the intel-
lectuals does not involve taking part in a public action—Benda glorifies Vol-
taire in the Calas Affair, and Zola in the Dreyfus Affair—but in subordinating
the intellect to earthly partis pris.” For Benda, intellectuals should be disin-
terested, or driven by abstract principles—such as “humanity” or “justice” —
rather than giving intellectual expression to political passions such as those of
race, class, or nationalism.* Sartre is generally deemed the philosopher who
first challenged Benda by arguing, after the war, notes Allan Stoekl, that “the
writer is always immersed in a milieu,” that “Benda’s cleric is himself already

“Sociologie du clerc,” in Approches de Vimaginaire (Paris: Gallimard, 1974), 61-69.



committed, alrcady partisan, even though he might think he represents only
abstract truth—and he represents nothing other than the privileges of the €lite
class to which he belongs.”® Well before Sartre, though, Caillois’s “Sociology
of the Intellectual” proffered a sociological rebuttal to Benda—reducing the
intellectual to his church rather than to his class.

Caillois sent his essay to Jean Paulhan with the following comment: “Pub-
lish it as a report, or if it’s too long, as the second part of “The Winter Wind,’
because the argument’s structure is exactly the same: I try to explode a certain
position from within and then set it against another one that completes and
justifies it.”¢ Caillois first dismantles Benda’s opposition between “order,”
which is pragmatic, and “justice,” which is abstract, to assert that intellectuals
should not “measure the flaws [of the polis] on a scale of absolutes.” Then he
argues that their function is to produce historical “values to renew the century,
values that are as un-abstract and un-cternal as possible, but no less ideal or
uplifting.” In French, the word clerc refers both to a religious cleric and to
a learned scholar or intellectual. So Caillois restores intellectual identity to
its “clerical” ground in a sociological and secularized sense, while upholding
Benda’s ideal of intellectual transcendance and authority, of detachment from
contemporary passions.

In 1946, Caillois wrote that his high school teacher, Georges Bidault, had
been outraged by “Sociology of the Intellectual”: “When he returned it to me:
“Tu quogue, fili!’ [And thou too, my son!] he exclaimed. ‘Your article is pure

b33

Maurras. Dear friend, you are pursuing a dangerous tack.”” Caillois went on to
remark: “I was making claims that were frankly reckless, and which I have since
rectified, on the relations between spiritual and secular power.”” Twenty-five
years later, he further clarified the intent of his essay: “It was inspired . . . by
India especially, the brahman facing the ksatriga.” Caillois was apparently
drawing on Georges Dumézil’s Flamen-Brabman (1935), a work that explored
the analogies between the Indian brahman caste and the Roman corporation
of the flamen. Both brahman and flamen served as sacred doubles or simulacra
of the sovereign power. The brahman derived sanctity from its vestigial, pre-
historic status as sacrificial victim, whereas the flamen was a “victim who was
never sacrificed.”® Thus, added Caillois (with an audible chuckle in this video-
taped interview), “the cleric was the one who committed himself, who never
took up arms, who was not allowed to perform the slightest act of violence,
but who possessed spiritual authority in the face of secular power. Therefore,
his only means was to pay with his own person. . . . It is the vassal, according
to Japanese customs, who slits open his stomach to show the Lord that he is
wrong. That is what I had inmind . . . and I do not believe it is either Comtiste,
or Maurrassian.”?
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SOCIOLOGY OF THE INTELLECTUAL

In a society based on the distinction between the temporal and the spiritual,
the opposition of cleric and layman is a given fact; it is beyond dispute and, in
a way, foundational. On the contrary, in a homogeneous social state, it cannot
be unquestioningly accepted that certain people should seek to assume the
clerical function on the grounds that they are serving values they deem abstract,
eternal, and universal (in short, free from temporal interests). These people ac-
tually do uphold the exigencies of these values with, without, or against tem-
poral interests. But does that make their stance acceptable and effective?

The values they defend —justice, reason, truth—challenge embodied ideals
such as nation, state, or class, which by nature involve the unconditional pur-
suit of private gain. These last values are precisely the ones politicians promote
to supervise the administration, preservation, and growth of the public wealth.
Hence, it is clear how there could arise a conflict between entities rooted in
history, forced to fight for their existence, and the abstract principles of the
“clerics” —who either strive to instate them in society (with the risk of tainting
gold with lowly lead) or else worship them peacefully, far from any strife, safe-
guarding their integrity and immutable form.

He who governs has no choice; like Goethe, he must prefer injustice to
disorder. Here is the supreme maxim of politics. But there is a wide range of
options for the citizens who are not responsible for the smooth workings of
the countless mechanisms of social life, those required by a highly developed
division of labor, and which actually allow those people criticizing their oper-
ation to remain so very detached. These critics can counter the painstaking
efforts of politicians with a resounding fiaz justitia, ruat coelum [let justice be
done, though heaven shall fall]; and, should justice fail to be carried out in
some specific case, they can invoke terrible catastrophes, or even universal
destruction.

One should not deny the gravity, internal rigor, and, in a certain sense, the
grandeur of such an attitude. Any relentless effort or steadfast stand against all
odds harbors some wild attraction that compels our admiration. But then, nei-
ther obstinacy nor heroism can guarantee accuracy, and the death of martyrs
does not prove the truth of any faith. Therefore, because error does not inevi-
tably lack the strength of its convictions, we must be careful not to make con-
viction promise more than it can deliver. Let us merely note, for now, that if
the distinction between cleric and layman has any meaning at all in a society
lacking the distinction of the spiritual and the temporal, then it is insofar as
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such a distinction covers the rift between the two attitudes described above:
for the first, everything is subordinate to order; and for the second, to justice.

The modern “cleric” rather flatters himself in claiming to uphold every su-
preme, eternal, and disinterested value, for he excludes many of them from his
own domain, either through oversight or arbitrarily. He condemns specific val-
ues (such as some abstract notion of force in itself, for example) even though
they possess all the features of values he actually favors. And he neglects other
values, such as beauty, despite the fact that they fulfill his regular criteria. Be-
sides, intellectually speaking, it is very hard to refer to an artist as a cleric. And
this for an obvious reason. What the artist claims as his own value and the type
of activity involved —aesthetic creation—have no practical application in the
temporal world, nor are they likely to bring it any degree of moral resolve. Art
can adapt to and beautify anything at all. Now, whereas the values of the
“cleric” are held to be disinterested, they are nonetheless required to prove that
they have enough real implications to motivate some degree of personal com-
mitment. Matters have reached such a point that the “cleric” will not be fully
granted the role of championing truth except (it goes without saying) insofar
as truth and justice are linked by circumstance, and truth thus means taking a
stand in the real debates of the day. It follows that a scientist is then not neces-
sarily viewed as a “cleric”, and he is not “clerical” to the extent that he is a sci-
entist. So contesting a specific scientific theory is not generally deemed “cleri-
cal.” On the contrary, the act of denouncing a false document that helped to
condemn an innocent man, and thus of demanding a retrial —this is considered
very “clerical” indeed. I need not underscore the great difference between this
last stance and that of a handwriting expert who may offer his professional
opinion about the evidence. The scientist never raises the question of value,
never worries about what ought to be; that is why he is not truly “clerical.”

Therefore, it is tempting to conclude that the “cleric” appears intent to safe-
guard one single value: justice. Among the so-called abstract and disinterested
values, here is the only one that, in extremis, exists exclusively in terms of the
temporal; that, when put into practice, engenders a course and politics of ac-
tion; that, above all, makes us choose between itself and the polis. Because jus-
tice is not on easy terms with the world, it demands an explicit attitude of ei-
ther total accord or frank hostility from the world, and the same from its own
servants toward the world.

Here, our analysis reveals a second, more serious discrepancy between the
claims of the “cleric” and his actual nature. Contrary to his assertion, it cannot
be persistently maintained that justice is abstract, absolute, immutable, and a
priori. There is nothing more variable, more conditioned by particular civiliza-
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tions, or more contingent on time and place. In matters of justice, there are dis-
agreements between Orientals and Europeans; men of classical antiquity and
Christians; children and adults; nomads and sedentary peoples; between farm-
ers and huntsmen. In the polar regions, winter and summer themselves can
even give rise to seasonal legal systems that periodically replace each other in
one and the same population. I would not deny that this last example involves
two sides of a single coin. But it does show that there are inevitable adjust-
ments between legal principles and systems—that can even stem from breaks
in the circadian rhythm.

Of course, one can view morality as something unchanging. Loyalty and
rectitude do not depend on climate. And everywhere, similar features distin-
guish generosity from greed and frankness from hypocrisy; the same holds true
for many other qualities, both good and bad, that are assessed in relatively con-
stant ways, regardless of time or place. But these virtues have only private im-
plications. They concern only the soul. They have never been required by law,
nor has public esteem always held them high. Everyone disagrees as to their
value whenever some personal or public interest is at stake. Nothing legiti-
mizes them. They are deeply personal. Their differences become more pro-
nounced as soon as they are linked to the circumstances of collective life: legal
systems and social customs stand opposed. As soon as a person’s actions
influence and reflect the group in which he lives, morality maps out for him
varied and changeable duties and rights —however true to its principle moral-
ity might remain in the hearts of men. Whenever it finds its concrete applica-
tion, the instinct of what is just and unjust quickly scatters into countless leg-
islations that are all equally pressing, however vague or precise they may be.

Furthermore, the concept of justice is ambiguous in and of itself. Its differ-
ent meanings have been enumerated many times. Whether people should re-
ceive according to their merit, their capacity, or their needs, and how such mat-
ters should be judged —this has been a topic of frequent debate. Enough said:
this confusion is significant. The content of the idea of justice basically oscil-
lates between the two poles more or less defined by the Greek concepts of
thémis and diké, or the Latin concepts of fas and jus: cosmic order and fair dis-
tribution. The first notion was inspired by observing nature and by experienc-
ing a universal regularity that seems to set each phenomenon in its time and
place. The second was apparently conceived by a mathematical mind [esprit
géometrique] that favored exact divisions and scorned contingent facts. The
“cleric” should be endlessly grateful for the imprecision of a language where
the same word contains two different concepts: the world’s basic equilibrium,
which cannot be disturbed without automatically unleashing a compensatory
force, and the distribution of rewards and punishments commensurate with
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actual deeds. This is a crucial problem. Indeed, on a cosmic level, justice and
order are clearly the same, and public business (including the rights and duties
of each individual) does not occur outside of the world’s arrangement. Thus
Goethe’s maxim giving preference to order over justice (a maxim that the
“cleric” directly opposes) suddenly turns out to be a legitimate, universal, and
disinterested form of justice: in fact, the one that reflects the permanence of the
universe’s eternal order and that, far from thwarting the aims of distributive
justice, grounds them in reason. No conservative would argue otherwise.

In its extreme consequences, this suggests that the idea of justice most ea-
gerly acknowledged by the “cleric” is not the only legitimate one, for he can well
adopt whichever he prefers, after all, without worrying about the existence of
others. Yet, let us move on to a new argument from the fact that the concept is
so deeply ambiguous, nearly impossible to grasp. It could almost be said that
the word “justice” means whatever one wants it to. People agree about its con-
tent only after it has been reduced or rendered totally abstract, so that it can no
longer be directly applied to any specific case. The bridges have been burned.
There is no longer any direct path down from principle to event that is in-
eluctable, one-to-one, and necessary. Instead, we find contingent and multiple
interpretations of the case in question, whereby each participant (who cannot
rigorously return to the idea’s definition) interposes between the idea and the
concrete issue to be settled the forms of mediation that seem most opportune.
This procedure was successively called sophistic, casuistic, and dialectical at the
time when it was most in force. That is why “clerics” do not agree as to the de-
mands of justice in every instance, and propose different solutions that none-
theless all claim to derive in equal measure from justice itself.

Let us consider the implications of this remark: the “cleric” is not the impar-
tial critic of society he claims to be. He does not remain aloof from its evolu-
tion, directly subservient to the eternal principles he wishes to see triumph in
society. Between those principles and his actual judgments there is a gap he
cannot properly bridge, and through this gap slide the hypocritical pressures
of his faction’s interests and every prejudice he unwittingly shares. Even sup-
posing that he might be exempt in this respect, his resolve would still be de-
terred, nonetheless, by the promptings of his amour-propre, and even by the
secret pride, albeit the last one left: precisely, of being exempt. Under these
conditions, in trying to be an angel, the “cleric” plays the fool. He is actually the
pawn of the very determinations he claims to master from on high, and whose
abjection he likes to proclaim in comparison to the supreme values. Rather
than the pure perspective of the Eternal, what he provides are personal or sec-
tarian opinions, which often arise from the least acceptable motives. To voice
his view on all topics, as he does, as if this stood for reason, truth, and justice
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(when anybody else can legitimately do the same and frequently does, all too
driven by vanity)—this is an intolerable and anarchical state of affairs, and a
fresh catalyst of disorder and turmoil.

¥* * *

Does this mean we must reject the cleric’s function altogether? The foregoing
analyses show that its character is misleading only when we specifically con-
sider a homogeneous society. In this context, moreover, the cleric’s office has
few repercussions; it is made to act as the fifth wheel of the wagon. For even if
this society does not comprise the distinction between the spiritual and the
temporal, its politicians are led to cloak their activity with the banner of the
law. They are all lawyers, either by profession or occasionally, and they all in-
voke justice, the eternal and indefeasible values, to sanction decisions that are
simply in their best interests. Each one of their actions needs some kind of
justification, some allusion to ideal principles. So how can we choose between
the justice of “clerics” and that of politicians? Among the rights they cite, how
can we discern which is legitimate and which is usurped? Should we take into
account the stance of “disinterestedness” to which the “cleric” attaches such
importance? Aside from the fact that this quality is not always apparent, and
that it is hard to imagine absolute disinterestedness, the assumption that dis-
interestedness guarantees truth is also a strange kind of reasoning because, in
fact, it merely gives truth a chance. This would suggest that accurate judgment
simply entailed lacking any direct stake in the debate, or else deciding against
oneself.

Furthermore, this still involves the assumption that “clerics” and politicians
take different sides. And yet politicians consistently define their positions by
upholding views contrary to those of their opponents. So they turn out to be
right or wrong strictly by chance, and without ceasing to defend the interests
they represent, for that matter. As for the “clerics,” we have seen that they can-
not descend from principles to events without having recourse to some ele-
ment of contingency. They, too, uphold opinions that are not exclusively dic-
tated by justice alone. Almost unavoidably, “clerics” and politicians thus find
themselves gathered in each other’s camp..

Nothing could more clearly show the failure of “clerics” than the fact that
they contradict each other and that it is impossible legitimately to prefer their
opinions to the arguments of politicians. However, I should repeat that this as-
sessment is valid only in those cases where the “cleric” has lost his attributes.
His function is here strictly residual and devoid of real energy; given the form
shaping social existence, it is then transferred to the rulers themselves.
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On the contrary, when the cleric fulfills some function in society, he is in-
vested with authority due to that very fact, not so much as an individual, but
because he belongs to a very well-defined organization that is everywhere
called a Church. This latter monopolizes clericalism, as it were, so that no com-
petitor can acquire equal status or hinder its actions. Moreover, as Joseph de
Maistre has superbly shown, the Church is autocratic and infallible in its es-
sence; such a nature immediately calls for the most severe kind of discipline,
even in the realm of thought. If things were otherwise (if everyone were free
to have his own opinion, to express and uphold it whenever and however he
pleased), then any form of prestige or efficacious authority would be incon-
ceivable. The Church, which was a dense group by necessity, arose as a consti-
tuted and impenetrable body, which grew through a process of free affiliation
or co-optation within society, while exceeding temporal bounds. From his
membership in this undivided group, the cleric received the investiture of his
office and the distinctive feature, either garment or tonsure, excluding him
from the secular domain: the visible sign that he was a vessel of the sacred. His
strength was not that of a man, but rather of the organism into which his own
self had disappeared, and which his own person, however unworthy, wholly
represented nonetheless. For in eliminating his own person, the cleric made
room within himself for the Church, which henceforth expressed itself in his
every word and embodied the full sum of its being in the wretched bodies of
all its servants.

Once completely removed from the world of greed and passions, clerics
could then address it from on high. While they were still emmeshed in it, their
admonishments had no platform on which to rest.

This explains the role of the cleric in those societies where it has been most
clearly apparent. In China, the scholar stood alongside the feudal lord, to ap-
prove or disapprove of his mode of rule; the Indian Brahman, guarantor of
the divine order, assisted and advised the rajah; and in the Christian West, the
monk faced the feudal lord while the pope confronted the emperor, armed
with the thunderbolts of anathema, interdict, and excommunication. The pres-
tige of the first category of men was never powerless when confronting the
warriors of the second.

Only under these conditions does there exist a state of equilibrium between
the spiritual and the temporal, and does the status of the cleric have meaning
and power. But his authority does not derive solely from the Church. Another,
more private and personal source must be added to this external one. The cleric
offers a guarantee of the superiority of his function through the severity of his
vows and voluntary constraints: in short, by consenting to lose his status as an
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individual, an alienation visibly expressed by his sacerdotal dress. The enjoy-
ments he is giving up, the gratifications he rejects, whatever flesh, money, and
worldly grandeur can provide (the object of human desire and of his own con-
tempt) —all of these bestow on him some sort of essential right over those
people content with what he disdains. The cleric renounces temporal benefit in
order to acquire merit, and more as a kind of precaution than by distaste; still
more because he may thus demand more from others by demanding so much
from himself. In so doing, he gives irrefutable proof of his lofty soul and ac-
quires infinitely more in the realm of being than what he loses in the realm of
having.

We can now readily understand why certain laymen in modern society,
stirred by memory or the imagination, pride themselves on assuming a func-
tion whose social necessity is now obsolete and which, furthermore, no one
will contest. The benefits are obvious. Claiming to be clerics while remaining
laymen, they believe they can sit on both sides of the fence and keep or obtain
every benefit of a secular, if not worldly life (for their lack of awareness is un-
bounded), while they also hope to enjoy the halo of holiness and be heeded as
spokesmen of the Eternal (or of some historical fatality) because of their bor-
rowed name. They hope to appropriate for themselves the authority attached
to the idea of the Church; to enjoy its privileges without taking on any of the
corresponding duties; to claim the right to judge the government of public
matters while refusing the function’s attendant responsibilities; and last, to set
themselves up as boundary stones when, in fact, they are shaken by the slight-
est breeze.

Here, we have a usurpation of title that would call for sharp reproof if
it provoked any kind of serious disorder. But the imposture fails; its futility
quickly returns to its own void. It is easier to hear voices crying in the wild-
erness than those raised at public fairgrounds. The proclamations of these
churchless “clerics” are lost in the tumult of the public forum where, following
their lead, everyone is holding forth, all equally sure that they are speaking for
justice and the law—albeit without guaranteeing their credibility with any-
thing to distinguish their own life from that of the common herd. Sometimes
these “clerics” can be heard lamenting the fact that their words have no effect,
even while they also applaud living in an era of blessed tolerance, when people
no longer risk being burned at the stake for what they say. As if the one did not
imply the other; as if it were natural for the crowd to listen passively and with
rapt attention to words costing little to those who pronounce them—words
committing these speakers to nothing at all.

The very reasons for which the ill-considered use of the cleric’s title is a clear
fraud by the same token define the conditions of an authentic clerical function.
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They show that it is utterly at odds with a loose social formation in which
people cither ignore or fight each other. They confirm the need for a strictly
constituted and hierarchical organization, which strips each member of his
peace and freedom, leaving him unable to enjoy anything, and even to be pres-
ent to himself. Alienated both from secular society and from themselves, these
men will then form a strong community that stands apart. They will not inter-
vene in the affairs of the polis to measure its flaws on a scale of absolutes. In-
stead, they will devote themselves to working out the values that will renew the
century, values that are as un-abstract and un-eternal as possible, but no less
uplifting or ideal for all that: in a word, historical values, subject to change and
death, fulfilling the needs of the time and milieu, and perishing on account of
their own victory. They represent the active projections of desires that, how-
ever ephemeral, always reflect the same demand for morality. They are truly the
ideas that lead the world. Once they have died, once they have been superseded
and fossilized, perhaps they too, in turn, will be used in a lean year by other
men calling themselves “clerics,” and who somewhat hopelessly uphold them
when new values should be conceived instead.

Indeed, genuine clerics do not defend values; they create and supply them.
Their history is always that of some Society of Jesus. They do not approve or
condemn from the outside; rather, through influence and example, they prop-
agate, extend, and make triumphant the faith that produced the initial miracle
when it indissociably united them at the outset. They spread like a contagion.
The seed is not differentiated in this early stage; thought and action are one;
the same thing both states the rule and drives the secular arm. The only clerics
are those of the Church, and they are formed by the Church Militant. Hence
their destiny is not to hold on to words that are increasingly detached from
things; rather, it is to grapple with reality and prepare its transformation by ar-
ranging the world in terms of their desire and by extending beyond themselves
the order that has triumphed within.
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Introduction to “Preamble to the Spirit of Sects”

“Preamble to the Spirit of Sects” discusses Acéphale as if Caillois had been a
member himself. But a more legitimate recantation of Acéphale had already
been publicly aired by former member Patrick Waldberg, who published let-
ters to his wife, Isabelle (also close to the group) in the New York avant-garde
journal VVV. (Feb. 1944). “How could we have fallen into Bataille’s mystical
trap for such a long time?” complained Waldberg at this point. “We started out
with too many people. We also started out with too many words and too many
objects. . . . We did not sufficiently determine the role of literary representation
in everything that we did.” Moreover, “we were wrong to commit ourselves
without greater reservations to Bataille’s Nietzscheism.” And he states some-
what elliptically, “We must disqualify all that part of our activity whose theme
was oy in the face of death.” There, more than elsewhere, we seriously failed
in humor and dignity.”!

Caillois is really dissecting, here, both Acéphale and his own aims at the
College of Sociology, from which he underwent a gradual detachment during
the war, pursuing no further contact with Bataille. This study of sects was a
definitive and final break. A vainglorious sect dreaming of spiritual or intellec-
tual power could not possibly be a “pure” or “saintly” elite (see introduction).
The temporal was not the eternal. Partly because Caillois did not wish to pub-
lish revelations about Acéphale in France, Essai sur Uesprit des sectes did not ap-
pear there in toto until 1964.% At that late date, Caillois’s preface was much
friendlier toward sects and other social “fervors,” which, like “hydra heads,” he
claimed, are always reborn: “Indeed, civilization is perhaps nothing other than
the difficult enterprise of forcing wild saps and grasses, the origin and source
of everything, to become fruitful and excellent. The dialectic that I establish
between sect and society tries to define the chief mechanism governing the re-
newal of the social fabric. The essay was written in 1943; you can readily guess
what kinds of fears inspired it.”* “Preamble to the Spirit of Sects” did not
equate the College of Sociology or Acéphale with any kind of political view.
However, it did draw explicit parallels between the pre-Hitler culture of secret
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societies and violence depicted by such writers as Ernst von Salomon—whom
Caillois, in 1971, recalled having read with great intercst—and the conspirato-
rial ethos of his Parisian circle in the late 1930s.*

In Le Rocher de Sisyphe (1946), Caillois said that his study of sects voiced
“doctrinal arguments” against prior predilections, which were “novelistic,”
“personal,” “imaginary,” and “futile.” But such a recantation had already
started taking shape in one major, evolving text. The first stage, in 1940, itself
conveyed an attitude that he would likewise condemn six years later as “a sort
of examination of conscience” marked by “excessive romanticism,” which he
was republishing out of a sense of “integrity,” to reveal “the temptations to
which [he] had been susceptible” and to “suggest that the barbarian remains
close at hand in those people most eager to define and vaunt civilization.”®
I am referring to “Etres du crepuscule” (Twilight creatures), which Caillois
probably began to write in late 1939 but published after the armistice. Its main
tenor was a violent, apocalyptic sense of defeat, as well as an equally violent re-
pudiation of his own prewar arrogance and inauthenticity— in which he also
clearly targeted the College of Sociology, and probably Acéphale. Key passages
have been translated in Hollier’s The College of Sociology 193739, but I would
like to highlight Caillois’s basic argument, namely that this (unspecified) group
of “highly cerebral natures” was incapable of real self-sacrifice: “We did not
achieve that extreme state of despair in which misery and death seem a form of
deliverance. We would have had to accept not only those sacrifices that flat-
tered our pride, but those taking us by surprise, confounding our intelligence
(which could not have imagined them) and confounding even our wish to
withdraw (which intended to spot slights and failures only where it chose to).
Our hearts drew more somber happiness from those strategically calculated de-
feats than from an all too brilliant success.”” Perhaps the most pessimistic and
damning lines that Caillois ever wrote were those trying to safeguard an intel-
lectual place for himself and his friends in the new world that would exclude
them: “We would like to work to define the barbarism that is now organizing
itself and will turn into civilization; to chart its style; to propose its contents;
and not to abandon it altogether to its inertia, inclination, and temptations.
Without anyone to keep watch, it would risk getting caught on too much
wreckage, [too many deadly vestiges].® It would be entirely built upon foun-
dations that it should destroy. We must at least supervise this recasting of the
world, as we lacked the strength for that ultimate renunciation that would, per-
haps, have allowed us to lead it.”? Quite fascinating to observe, in my opinion,
is how Caillois refocuses the project of intellectual elitism at this crucial —un-
hinged—time, when he is moving from the cult of revolution to that of civi-
lization, while remaining suspended somewhere between the two. Here, he
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comes closer than anywhere else to Vichy’s creed of the National Revolution.
And just whom is he addressing in the final passage: “Let others say the yes
we never pronounced. If their will desires to achieve the goal it pursues and
grows through the obstacles it meets; if it grows through its defeats; if it grows
through its victories. Then, equally fed by triumph and defeat, these unified
and pure beings will be graced and will suddenly gird the sword of the elect.
We do not ask that they honor us; but we ask that, before condemning us as
they should, if we were unable to precede or to follow them, they acknowledge
that we recognized and dreamed them, that we defined their virtues, and that
none of us mistook himself for one of them.”!® In developing this conclu-
sion for La Roca de Sisifo (1942), Caillois conflated the “barbarians” with “the
young, rough workers,” while claiming for himself and his friends the rank of
intellectual “proletariat.”!! This gives credence to George Auclair’s remark that
the barbarians and the heroes refer, “perhaps more than to the Nazis, to the
communists who were beginning to emerge triumphant.”!? But did the orig-
inal text of 1940 similarly reach out instead to the Nazis? A closer look shows
that unlike the second version, the first does not refer in the same breath to
the new barbarism and the new heroes, nor does it equate them in any explicit
way. Indeed, my strong sense is that they were originally distinct, as befitting
civilization’s separation between warfare and culture (see introduction). I thus
read Caillois’s invocation of these “unified and pure beings” —yet to come —as
a despairing expression of his elitist chivalric ideal, and of his persistent hope
for victory over the Nazis in a war that he would prefer to be “courtly” rather
than total (see “Paroxysms of Society™).

PREAMBLE TO THE SPIRIT OF SECTS

Various writers, responding to the issues of the day, I would imagine, have
drawn attention in the past to the role of sects. Some developed a theory; oth-
ers portrayed sects at work in their narratives. Still others cited their own ex-
periences, to derive from this some sort of lesson. I shall leave aside whatever
is purely imaginative. There are enough novels (especially those for the young-
est curious minds) depicting the exploits of some mysterious and all-powerful
association that, in the depths of a forest or the heart of a capital city, performs
the rituals of a bloodthirsty cult, exacts dire vengeance, supports law and vir-
tue, or else seeks to gain mastery over the world. Brotherhoods of stranglers
or pirates, fellowships of fanatics or ambitious men, of criminals or righters
of wrongs—the variants all seem equally capable of indulging some natural
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tendency of childhood reverie to unite adventure with secrecy. But these are
merely fantasies that adults, generally speaking, are ashamed to enjoy. Yet,
there exist other fantasies that are destined for adults—and closely related to
the fictions they so disdain. This time, their authors do not treat such fantasies
lightly at all. They do not present them as gratuitous tales, composed at ran-
dom and simply to entertain the reader. The authors claim to detect a need, to
offer some means of salvation, to present a well-conceived doctrine or an ap-
plicable program. They consider that what they are setting forth is either real,
possible, or desirable. For example, Jules Romains, a famous novelist, under-
took to write the faithful and complete chronicle of his time, and he deemed it
necessary to devote an entire volume of his work (significantly titled The Quest
for a Church) to these surprising concerns. Here we find a character who inter-
prets the complete history of the world in light of the power he attributes to
sects. They alone, he explains, have been running everything. Sects have pro-
voked or controlled decisive events as they pleased, albeit discreetly, by intelli-
gently applying effective pressure to the right place on every occasion. He re-
fers to the monastic and military orders, to the Templars and Teutonic Knights,
Janissaries and Assassins, and then to the Jesuits and Freemasons—whose al-
liance should be underscored, in his opinion. This bold historian limits him-
self to conjecture. But others take action by providing long descriptions of
mysterious doings by conspirators intent to stop wars, and who destroy those
people jeopardizing the peace with their maneuvers, strategies, or recklessness.
In The Magic Mountain Thomas Mann likewise maps out a vast panorama
of the political tendencies dividing the modern world; it is both a study and a
general overview. One theorist stands out sharply. He upholds trenchant ideas
with a lucidity and vigor that command acquiescence. He is a Jew, a disciple of
the Jesuits who would have entered the Society himself if illness had not inter-
rupted his novitiate. He counters the egalitarian aspirations of a liberal demo-
crat with the idea of a communist, theocratic society that is governed by a hi-
erarchy of implacable ascetics who rule by means of a holy Terror. Without
further dwelling on this, I refer the reader to this dual and striking account. In
any case, many less wide-ranging or famous works reveal similar anxieties.
Thus, everything suggests that many fine minds, especially today, feel the
seduction of secret societies—at the very moment when both customs and in-
stitutions alike seem to be turning us away from them. These people seem
to nurture the project of founding some type of Order, an organization that
would start by uniting a few men who are dissatisfied with the world in which
they live and seek to reform it; who conclude a pact of solidarity demanding
infinitely more from each other than what they gave to their original milieu—
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and infinitely more than this milicu ever thought to request. But it is this very
discipline that attracts them. They see it as a guarantee of their efficacy. People
imagine this community as one whose unimportance or absurdity initially pro-
tects it, and which then gradually increases its scope and power. Although it
would always remain a minority of the elect, it would ultimately come to con-
trol the destinies of the whole country or of the world. At least, it would deci-
sively influence how these bodies are ruled. Yet this would remain utterly hid-
den from the vain, pretentious, and narrow-minded multitude, which would
submit to this extremely subtle yoke for its own slavish happiness.

These are reveries, of course, and ones that I am exaggerating furthermore,
making them even more chimerical. But it would be wrong to disregard them
altogether. They reveal a general malaise and may inspire good projects. Al-
though we smile when meeting them in our readings, we may be frightened to
find them elsewhere—even in real life. For it is in the nature of myth to seek
realization and try to mold reality to its own image. We must resist automatic
skepticism that is blinder than naiveté itself, and that would prevent us from
witnessing the miraculous course of strange careers.

Even before the war of 1914, Germany was favorable terrain for adventures
of this sort. Certainly, they were then little more than childish pranks. Still, var-
ious movements looked on them kindly or showed signs of such tendencies
themselves. Young people, in gangs, more or less withdrew from society and
set off along the roads, secking a more favorable climate for some sort of de-
sire for ardor and purity. First the war, then the ensuing defeat heightened
these vague desires, which were still harmless and vague. The national humili-
ation showed how the old world (by now discredited) had failed. Many people
had already decried its mediocrity, and it was trying to survive its own demise
through futile institutional change. However, the scope of the disaster pro-
claimed the need for radical upheaval. At the same time, it offered a common,
urgent, and grandiose goal for all this untrammeled, unfocused energy, which
soon openly challenged the collapsing old order and was persecuted in return.
It is well-known that secret associations of terrorism and revenge were flour-
ishing at the time. Independent commando units kept war going at the bor-
ders. The Holy Vehmers were punishing traitors inside the country; Hitler’s
movement drew its best forces from their midst. Everything suggests that he
later got rid of these men, who were far too unruly; but their somber mysti-
cism presided over his early stages. There are eloquent accounts of this initial
frenzy: Ernst von Salomon’s Les Reprouves is probably still the most direct and
informative. The new master was subsequently able to get rid of those fanatics
whose nearly religious temperament was misplaced in the political domain.
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Certain turbulent virtues that are highly useful when engaged in the process
of conquering power may become dangerous, though, after this has been
achieved and there is a risk that they can be used against one in turn.

For now, however, let us simply consider the outset: when the original
dreams could hardly let one foresee the terrible historical irruption that such
effervescence would ultimately bring about, when their full force was shrewdly
harnessed in the right circumstances and we suddenly saw an amazing ava-
lanche terrorize and crush many nations.

In January 1941, a journal started reappearing in Paris—a city occupied, as
a matter of fact, by the recent effects of such a cataclysm. In an early issue,
Henry de Montherlant described an endeavor in which he had taken part with
four other young men in 1919.! Their intent, he says, was to form “a rather
codified and harsh club.” The club itself was rather anodine, as were its aspi-
rations—even though they could have been limitless. The author adorns his
confidences with so many comments and references to more illustrious ex-
amples, such as medieval chivalry and the Nipponese Bushido, that one can
sense him starting to get emotionally caught up once again. What could be
prompting him to recall such trivial episodes from his long-forgotten youth
twenty years later, if not the confused sense that they are somehow linked to
the scenes and the historic events before his eyes?

One should also reread La Gerbe des forces by Alphonse de Chateaubriant. It
has been noted that this work fostered a great deal of valuable sympathy for the
new Germany among French officers. Strategically invited to visit the Third
Reich, the author was clearly won over, most of all by certain attempts—being
actively promoted at the time —to resurrect the old Orders of Knighthood. In-
deed, there was a serious effort underway in several fortresses buried deep in
the Black Forest or in Kurland to prepare an elite body of implacable and pure
young leaders for the supreme role of managing the nation as well as the world
it was destined to conquer. Apparently, the experiment had no tangible results.
Most likely, the Party had its own ready candidates. But the project kindled
more than one imagination.

This was especially true among those of us who had founded the College of
Sociology, which was exclusively devoted to the study of closed groups: so-

1. [Caillois is referring to the first chapter, “Les Chevalries,” of Montherlant’s Le Solstice
de Juin. Written in July 1940, this series of essays was first published in the Nouvelle revue
frangaise edited under German occupation by Drieu la Rochelle (see Henry de Montherlant,
L’Equinoxe de Septembre suivi de Le Solstice de juin et de Mémoire [texte inédit] [Paris: Gallimard,
1975]).—Ed.]
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cieties of men in primitive populations, initiatory communities, sacerdotal
brotherhoods, heretical or orgiastic sects, monastic or military orders, terrorist
organizations, and secret political associations of the Far East or from murky
periods in European history.2 We were enthralled by the resolve of those men
who, from time to time throughout history, apparently wished to give firm
laws to the undisciplined society that could not satisty their desire for rigor.
With sympathy we observed the progress of those people who withdrew from
such a society in disgust and went to live elsewhere, under harsher institutions.
However, some among us, who were full of fervor, could not readily resign
themselves to merely interpreting; they were impatient to act for themselves.
Our research had convinced them that will and faith could overcome any ob-
stacle so long as the initial pact of the alliance proved to be truly indissoluble.
In the heat of the moment, nothing less than a human sacrifice seemed capable
of binding together our energies as profoundly as it was necessary to carry out
some huge task—which, furthermore, did not have any clear goal. Just as the
physicist of antiquity needed but one single fulcrum to lift up the world, for
the new conspirators the act of solemnly putting to death one of their own
members seemed a sufficient means of consecrating their cause and ensuring
their eternal loyalty. By making their efforts invincible, this was supposed to
deliver the world to them.

Would you believe it? It was casier to find a volunteer victim than a volun-
teer sacrificer. In the end, everything was left unresolved. At least, that’s what
I imagine, for I was one of the most reticent members, and things may have
gone further than I knew.® We spurred each other on, though, with several ex-
amples, both ancient and modern, exotic or very local. And if nothing irreme-
diable did occur to seal our conspiracy, this was due to simple cowardice and
because of some doubt that remained unspoken as to the fruitfulness of such a
bloodbath. We lacked heroism, and also, I think, conviction. Personally, I, at
least, feared that this murder, which in some way was supposed to christen our
faint hearts, would not grant us any of the virtues and ardor that let people
move mountains. I was afraid it might leave us hesitant and timid, even more
distraught as criminals than we had been as innocent men. In my opinion, it

2. The aims of this institution were expounded in three manifestoes that appeared simulta-
neously in La Nouvelle revue frangaise of July 1, 1938, signed respectively by Georges Bataille,
Michel Leiris, and myself.

3. T am referring to the group known as Acéphale. Bataille often spoke to me about it, and
I always refused to belong, even while collaborating with the journal of the same name, which
was its mouthpiece. There are some interesting revelations about this group, which insisted
upon secrecy, in VV.V. no. 4 (Feb. 1944): 41-49.
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seems so futile to think that the horror of a shared crime could enact miracu-
lous transformations in the soul, or that this in itself could bestow on a few
men, who would suddenly agree to oppose all the rest, indomitable courage
and an everlasting oath. This requires strength that no monstrous ritual can
provide. It must be fully drawn from within oneself. For the person who has
achieved it, crime and consecration merely confer superfluous unctions—even
though he himself might believe that they provide (like Samson and his mane)
the supernatural vigor taking him from one victory to another.

My only intent has been to add this account to the preceding ones and noth-
ing more. Besides, I have no great illusions and fully recognize the wretched
nature of these vain ambitions. But I would like to show that they are wide-
spread under one guise or another, and that from the outset they tend toward
astonishing extremes. The fact that they almost always give off hot air means
neither that they do not exist nor that they do not probably signal a thought-
provoking malaise. Besides, these reveries are not a recent phenomenon. Balzac
and Baudelaire already took pleasure in imagining a company of mysterious,
powerful freebooters who were nevertheless refined and ruthless, with a secret
network of servants, spies, and righters of wrong spread throughout capital
cities and all the apparatus of the major countries. Nothing could resist these
invisible masters, whose strength lay in their unity and secrecy. Strange ram-
blings of this sort may be found in the Histoire des Treize and in Baudelaire’s
critical writings. And one could cite other names in succession over the course
of the past century that meet up with Jules Romains and Henry de Monther-
lant.* Is it thus constant, this taste for shadow and power, this desire to arrange
the world according to stronger laws? In any event, what is the source of such
long-lived and permanent anxieties? In my opinion, here are some questions
that require an urgent response.

4. I'have collected the essential texts of Balzac, Baudelaire, and D. H. Lawrence touching on
this question, in a chapter of my book Le Mythe et Phomme (Paris: Gallimard, 1938), 193~204.
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17

Introduction to “Discussions of Sociological Topics:
On ‘Defense of the Republic’”

In June 1941, Sur presented a formal outline of the topics it would pursue in
the “Debates sobre temas socioldgicos”: “Topics of national interest: The is-
sue of government in our country; Need for a reform of secondary and higher
education; Mission of SUR. Topics of general interest: The issue of religion in
the contemporary world; Relations between current art and social ideas; State
of right and totalitarian state; Primitive forms of mentality in modern soci-
ety.”! The “discussions” had actually been launched the previous year with a
meeting devoted to Caillois’s article, “Défense de la république” (see intro-
duction). His persistent and demanding interlocutor in the excerpt presented
here is Angelica Mendoza, one of many Argentinian intellectuals assembled for
these gatherings by Ocampo.?

The other comments are voiced by Pedro Henriquez Urenia (1884 -1946),
an influential Latin American critic, scholar, and essayist; Enrique Anderson-
Imbert (1910-200T), an Argentine author and scholar who would become the
Victor Thomas Professor of Latin American Literature at Harvard University
from 1965 until 1980; and José Bianco (1908-1986), a novelist and important
editor at Sur for twenty-three years.

“Défense de la république” endorses the following meritocratic model:

Generally speaking, it is important, I think, to aim for an organization
that gives power in every domain to intellectual competence and moral
qualification; that is not ready to accept that these should bow down
in the face of a majority opinion and even less that they should rest upon
the quasi-unanimity of an intoxicated or terrorized mass. [Every leader]
must be exclusively responsible to his peers gathered in a College, in
whose midst [he must take] his place simply as one person among his
equals. The point is to found a hierarchy and keep it open and mobile at
all times, in order to constantly replace the external inequalities due to
birth or fortune by those that are revealed in individuals, and of which

“Debates sobre temas socioldgicos: En torno a ‘Defensa de la republica,” Sur (July 1940): 86—
104 (excerpts).



they can never be dispossessed. Such a regime aims to replace privileges
with superiorities. It asserts that men are born equal in rights, but denies
that they remain so: they rise or fall according to their capacities and their
works. It wants to give everyone the same possibilities for trying his luck,
but does not deem it at all desirable that the diverse results of gifts and
efforts should be leveled off in order to compensate artificially for the
differences caused by the very differences that exist between men. Every-
one has the right to his own proper virtues, and the State should not
have the power to confiscate them, nor should mediocrity be free to cor-
rupt them.?

DISCUSSIONS OF SOCIOLOGICAL TOPICS:
ON “DEFENSE OF THE REPUBLIC”

Angelica Mendoza: Don’t you think that this ideal will turn into an aristocracy?

Caillois: That is precisely what I wanted to clarify. I do not much like the word
“aristocracy.” It too readily evokes a social class, and one that is, moreover, de-
fined by birth and fortune. I would rather speak of a hierarchy of merits and
rights.

Angelica Mendoza: How can one view an intellectual oligarchy as a means of
saving democracy? For the ideal you are suggesting is that of an intellectual
oligarchy.

Caillois: It involves a kind of Order, in the religious sense of the word, formed
by men whose prestige reflects above all their moral and, needless to say, their
intellectual qualifications.

Angelica Mendoza: Well, with this ideal we will end up with another dangerous
totalitarianism.

Pedro Henriguez Uresia: Have you thought about what is to prevent this caste
from degenerating into an oppressive one?

Caillois: This caste cannot possibly oppress, and for a very simple reason: it
doesn’t have any coercive power at all. Such power is in the hands of the State.
However, the point is that this caste should exert a strong enough influence
on public opinion for the State to have to take its position into account.
Mme Mendoza will grant me that this dichotomy certainly constitutes more of
an obstacle than an incitement with respect to the formation of totalitarianism.
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Angelica Mendoza: No, no! I cannot accept that! And who would hold politi-
cal power?

Caillois: Political power would be held by the men who practice politics, but
who would not possess authority.

Envique Anderson-Imbert: That is to say, like the Elders in Ancient Greece?

Pedro Henriguez Uresia: And do you think there is a way of convincing a mod-
ern society that such a regime is possible?

Cailloss: Yes. I think so, yes. Why not? Besides, societies can be convinced only
through revolution. I don’t see any other way. And this one is not that bad. I
don’t reject it at all.

Pedro Heniquez Urenia: In the final account, that’s the mechanism. But what
about the ideals? I don’t think it’s so easy to convince a socicty that a certain
regime is appropriate merely as a functional mechanism—there is also the
question of what its purpose will be.

Caillois: There is no lack of an ideal: to establish an international order viewed
as absolutely superior, in reality as much as on the level of values—de facto and
de jure—to national prides and their shameless ambitions.

Pedro Henriquez Ureia: In short: 